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CHAPTER I 


WE LIVE IN TWO WORLDS 


This fifth largest planet of the solar system, our earth, is so 
big that no one man can know it. To be sure, it is one world 
in the sense that Wendell Willkie meant — one world, in which 
what any single nation does has its impact on all others — ^whether 
we like it or not. Yet in another and equally real sense each of 
us lives in ttvo worlds. One is the actual world of six continents 
and two billion human beings. The other consists of the pic- 
tures of that world we carry about in our heads. 

The difference between these two worlds is the subject of 
this chapter. And the ways of getting information about the 
physical world into our mental world is the subject of this book. 

Throughout the early fall of 1914 life on Direction Island 
went on in peaceful tropic routine. And why not? Once the 
shock of the news that Europe was at war had worn off, there 
was nothing to ruffle the life of this tiny atoll, one of the Keeling, 
or Cocos, Islands, five hundred miles southtvest of Java. Except 
for the fact that Direction Island was a relay station on a cable 
from Europe to Australia, it was an insignificant spot in the 
hot emptiness of the Indian Ocean. 

Suddenly, at six in the morning on Monday November 9, a 

1 



2 FREEDOM OF INFORMATION 

foiir-funneled cruiser cut at full speed through the blue sea and 
anchored at the entrance to the lagoon. The employees of the 
Eastern Telegraph Company on the island became suspicious, 
for the cruiser flew no flag, and her fourth funnel was obviously 
a canvas dummy. As they watched, an armored launch and two 
boats were put over the side. In them came three officers and 
forty men, armed with rifles, revolvers, and four Maxim guns. 
They were Germans; the raiding cruiser was the Emden. The 
invaders from the boats rushed up to the cable station, turned 
out the operators, smashed the instruments, and set an armed 
guard over the buildings; they then blew up the stores of elec- 
trical supplies. The crew of the launch, meanwhile, was grap- 
pling offshore for the cable, to cut it. 

After about three hours of destruction, the Emden blew its 
siren. This was apparently a signal for the landing party to 
return, for the men at once rushed for the boats. The cable was 
still not cut. But even before the landing parties could gain 
the Emden's side she steamed away, leaving them there. 

Looking eastward, the cable company employees soon saw 
why. The heavier Australian cruiser Sydney was coming near. 
While both ships were still in plain sight the Emden opened 
fire. One hit put the Australian’s range finder out of action. 
But even so the Sydney's heavier guns found their mark; and 
by the time the Emden steamed over the horizon two funnels 
and a mast had been shot away, and she was on fire. Before long 
she was run aground on North Keeling Island, a flaming wreck.’^ 

The Emden had been trying to cut communication between 
the British homeland and Australia. Its raid was merely of 
nuisance value, for the damage was local and was soon repaired. 
The Emden and similar German marauders were trying, with- 
out much success, to emulate an example of cable-cutting set 
by the British and French in the first days of the war. Because 
the British Navy controlled the Atlantic Ocean, the Allies could 
cut such cables as they desired, and keep them cut. In 1914 
Kaiser Wilhelm’s Germany was linked by six direct cables to 

* Though there are plenty of footnotes in succeeding pages, they are hence- 
forth banished to the back of this book. The reader may safely skip them all, 
confident that he is missing no interesting sidelights or added information. 
Footnotes contain nothing but citations of sources, like this one for the origin of 
the account of the Emden^s adventures: Telegraph and Telephone Age, Dec. 1, 
1914, p. 64!^. 
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Britain (which the coming of war immediately made useless) 
and by five other cables to the rest of the outside world. Two of 
these longer cables connected Germany with North America, 
but within three days of Britain’s entry into the war the New 
York Times reported: 

Since 1:30 o’clock yesterday morning, the German Empire has been 
isolated so far as communication with America is concerned. At that 
hour the cables leading from the United States to Emden, Germany, 
were cut, and since then no messages have been received here 
from that country, unless they have come through German wireless 
stations in this country.^ 

Thus all five of Germany’s links to the outside world had 
been severed. The Allies’ brusque action caused confusion and 
indignation in this country. Even Secretary of State Bryan lost 
contact with Ambassador James W. Gerard in Berlin. After 
some days a circuitous route was established from Washington 
through New York, London, Copenhagen, and Stockholm to 
Berlin; and this route was used by President Wilson for his notes 
of protest to Germany.^ It is to be noted that this led through 
the British capital. 

The world has not yet recovered from the imprint left by 
that relatively simple act of war. Because wireless was then in 
its infancy as a transocean service, cutting the cables was all that 
■was necessary to hold Germany incommunicado. Except in near- 
by neutral countries, like Switzerland or the Netherlands, Ger- 
many could present neither the facts about what it was doing 
nor its arguments in its own behalf, except to the extent that 
the Allies were willing to pass them, censored to their satisfac- 
tion. Inevitably the picture of Germany in the minds of the 
outside world during that four-year-long war was a picture 
painted by the Allies. 

.It was different in World War II. Once more the British cut 
the cables; but this time, they were the ones left helpless. Long 
before 1939 the Nazis, fully aware of what had happened a 
generation before, had begun to build the world’s most ambi- 
tious broadcasting system. Thirty miles outside Berlin, between 
the villages of Konigs Wusterhausen and Zossen, Dr. Goebbels 
erected a battery of short-wave transmitters that broadcast daily 
entertainment and news and argument in fourteen languages.® 
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Technology, which in the earlier war by its vulnerability had 
silenced Germany, now made it possible for the Third Reich 
to speak to the entire world at will. 

The contrast in German experience between the first and 
second World Wars offers an object lesson, even though German 
militarism dulled its edge. Except for the atrocity stories of 
1914-1918, Kaiser Wilhelm’s Germany actually resembled the 
picture the Allies painted. It was a powerful military nation 
dedicated to the theory that might makes right. In World War 
II, when the Nazis had ready access to the world’s ear, they 
themselves openly boasted of atrocities more vicious than any 
manufactured about the Kaiser’s Germany. Had Germany had 
a better case in World War I, Allied control of the cables might 
have kept it from reaching the rest of the world. Had Germany 
had a better case in World War II, the development of short- 
wave broadcasting would have enabled it to spread that case 
around the world. But the political failure of Germany in 1914 
and 1939 in no wise alters the fact that both the Allies and 
Germany struggled to control the mind of mankind. 

This struggle was predicated on two fundamental truths: 
first, that a fact that cannot reach a man’s mind from the out- 
side world simply does not exist, as far as he is concerned; and 
second, that what a man has in his head as a fact is a fact, as 
far as he is concerned, whether or not it exists in the world 
outside. On these two truths, all that follpws in this book is 
based. 

If we reflect upon these things, we discover that each of us 
moves in an orbit that is woefully small in relation to the 
world as a whole. We circle about between home, the job, and 
near-by familiar points. Few of us come into daily contact with 
more than a handful of the teeming hosts of our fellow men. 
Unless we are exceptional travelers, we know at first hand only 
a pin point of the earth. That is why we must get most of our 
information about the world we really live in by artificial means. 
Those artificial means are what we call journalism — newspapers, 
radio, books, magazines, and a complex array of new facilities 
for learning what is going on out of eyesight and out of earshot. 
Journalism, then, is the instrument we use to stock our heads 
with information about the world that we can never know for 
ourselves. 
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Dr. Goebbels’s information system for Germany, like the 
Soviet system of today, was based on the fundamental principle 
that what a man thinks is true, for him is true. The object was 
and is to make an entire nation live in a desired mental world, 
which to it seems to be the real world. And since the entire 
nation has essentially the same view of the facts, it tends to 
react in the same way toward them. 

Those who see the solution of today’s problems in a totali- 
tarian state consider journalism to be a servant of government, 
instead of an independent means of bringing information about 
the outside world to the individual. Rather than trust to the 
babel of conflicting reports, the doubts and dissensions that 
follow from an unregimented reporting system, totalitarians 
want to present to their people a unified view of the world. 
And the fact that a press free from government control is open 
to manipulation by economic, political, or social interests con- 
firms them in their preference for a mental world made to 
order by a benevolent state. 

As citizens of a democracy we feel ourselves infinitely su- 
perior to the citizens of totalitarian states. Curiously, it never 
occurs to us that our own mental world may not be an exact 
copy of the real one. Democratic society, of course, is predicated 
on the search for truth. We struggle mightily to see things as 
they are. That is why most of us take for granted that we at 
least see the world steadily and see it whole. Yet under the 
infinite complexities of the modern economic, industrial, and 
social organization of the world we ourselves are only relatively 
better off than the citizens of totalitarian states. Our mental 
world, while bearing more than a coincidental resemblance to 
reality, is nevertheless only a fuzzy approximation of it. Like 
the victims of Nazi and Soviet rule, we think we know the 
real world we live in. But we don’t. 

If this seems extreme, consider one characteristic bit of evi- 
dence. Three months after the well remembered OPA launched 
its program of wartime ceiling prices — months marked by a 
national barrage of publicity about price control — a representa- 
tive cross section of citizens in a midwestern city of more than 
400,000 was questioned about it. The three daily newspapers 
and four radio stations of this city had hammered home the 
facts about OPA for ninety days. But, reports Elmo Roper, 
conductor of the Fortune poll: 
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. . . 21.8 per cent of all adults— one out of every five people — did 
not even know . . . that there was any such thing as government 
regulation of pricesl Among women, who have more to do with 
day-to-day purchases, the number was even greater — one out of 
every four were unaware of government price regulation.^ 

It is not willful stubbornness, nor a preference for ignorance, 
that makes us take our inadequate mental world for the real 
thing. We do so for the fundamental reason that our conception 
of the world is the only one we know or can ever hope to know. 
In this we are all somewhat in the position of a Dr. William 
Beebe, when he descended into the depths of the sea in a 
bathysphere. Except for occasional sights revealed by our at- 
tempts to illuminate the surrounding gloom, we see nothing. 
The difference between Dr. Beebe and us is that he can have 
himself hauled up into the light. We, on the other hand, are 
condemned to spend our lives in the world that exists only in 
our heads. We are at the mercy of the news we get, of the facts — 
true or false, adequate or not — that come to us from the outside 
world. 

Sir Norman Angell once defined the citizen of a democracy 
as manager of civilization in his spare time.® Even if Sir Norman 
puts it a little unkindly, we do put something like that task 
upon our own shoulders in believing in democracy. It follows 
that, impossible though it may be for us ever to know enough 
of our world, we are condemned by our own faith in democracy 
to try. We must somehow get into our heads a reasonably 
accurate facsimile, at least, of the real world. The survival of 
democracy is predicated on our doing so. 

How adequate, then, is the method by which democracy seeks 
to inform itself, seeks to make the minds of its citizens com- 
prehend the real world? Ours is a complex information system. 
At bottom it rests, for better or for worse, upon the daily news- 
paper and the radio. Therefore, we can best make a beginning 
at evaluating the modern world if we stop to think what it 
would be like without either of them. Newspaperless and radio- 
less communities in this industrial and highly integrated world, 
are hard to find. In 1945, when newspaper strikes in New York 
and Seattle left the public hungry for facts and dissatisfied for 
want of the accustomed voluminous and permanent printed 
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record/ radio tided them over in sketchy fashion — Mayor La 
Guardia of New York even reading the “funnies” into the 
microphone. I have one example of a modern American city 
without either newspaper or radio. It goes back to 1932, when 
Butte, Montana, also because of a strike, was without a news- 
paper for two weeks. The radio did not cover local news. 
According to a contemporary summary: 

One rumor spread through the town that a terrible murder had 
been committed in the suburbs. 

Another report carried the dismal tidings that the bonus men 
had blown up the White House. 

A third terrifying rumor, widely spread through the city, was 
to the effect that President Hoover had been assassinated.'^ 

Another example of the newspaperless community is the regi- 
ment or division, or other large military unit. The elusive 
ubiquity of rumors in such military groups is familiar to all 
who have served in them. And rumors are prevalent in mili- 
tary organizations precisely because the normal democratic ma- 
chinery of information, with the written newspaper record as 
its backbone, does not exist. 

In the United States our supply of daily news is so large and 
so reliable that fetv of us have occasion to think what life 
might be like without it. We absorb news so regularly, so much 
as a matter of course, that we are no more conscious of the 
process than we are of the mechanics by which our eyes let 
us see. One who has lived in an academic environment is 
privileged, however, to see, as from the outside, the unconscious 
absorption of netv's by an elite group of thinking citizens. 
Scholars in all fields damn the press over the day’s luncheon 
table as superficial and inaccurate, if not willfully untruthful. 
Yet the next moment they will discourse on what Russia has 
just done or on rvhat the President ought to do — totally oblivious 
that it is only from the daily newspaper that they themselves 
know of Russia’s action, or are aware of the President’s dilemma. 

Seen in this light, democracy’s information system takes on 
new stature. The daily newspaper, though merely skimmed and 
thrown aside, is more than a scrap of paper; the news program, 
half listened to while we play bridge, is more than an anony- 
mous voice. They link the two worlds we live in. In fact, we 
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all, even the most learned, are little better off than Will Rogers. 
The difference is that he admitted that all he knew was what 
he read in the papers. 



CHAPTER II 


THE FOURTH BRANCH OF GOVERNMENT 


On Wednesday May 30, 1787, the Federal Convention that was 
to draw up the Constitution of the United States finally got 
down to business in the State House at Philadelphia. Enough 
belated delegates had arrived to make a quorum, and the pre- 
liminaries were out of the way. The Convention, acting as a 
Committee of the Whole, was ready to revise the Articles of 
Confederation. 

Edmund Randolph, Governor of Virginia, arose to address 
his fellow delegates. This thirty-four-year-old Virginian had 
previously presented fifteen resolutions, laying down a tenta- 
tive plan for the new government. He now proposed a substi- 
tute for the first of these resolutions, moving that the Conven- 
tion at its very outset commit itself to the following proposition: 
“That a National Government ought to be established con- 
sisting of a supreme Legislative, Executive, and Judiciary.” ^ 

As every American schoolboy since has learned, the division 
of the United States government into these three basic parts 
survived the debates of the Convention, the risks of ratification 
by the states, and the strains of a century and a half of national 
growth. Orators dwell upon this constitutional trinity, scholars 
of each new generation analyze it afresh, and every alien seek- 

9 
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ing naturalization must learn it. As one man, the American 
nation seems to regard it as fixed for all time that the checks 
and balances among legislative, executive, and judiciary are 
all there is to our government. 

But are they? How can one legislate, or execute, or Judge, if 
one does not know what is going on? How indeed can the people 
choose their representatives in government without a bedrock 
of information on which to base their votes? In sum, upon 
what meat doth this our democracy feed? It feeds upon facts 
brought into the minds of its citizens by the press, the radio, 
and the supplementary media of information. This information 
system of our democracy constitutes a little recognized but indis- 
pensable fourth branch of the United States government. 

Perhaps it is not wholly accurate to refer to our information 
system as part of the government. The function of this system 
is less that of an integral member of government than that of 
an outside agent, a catalyst. To put it another way, the in- 
formation system serves democratic government as the bee 
serves a flower, by pollinating it. Adequate information provides 
the only environment in which democratic government can 
live. Without information. Congress, President, and courts can- 
not function. 

Perception of this fundamental principle, that rvithout in- 
formation government cannot govern, is hardly a twentieth 
century discovery. The Greeks — ^as usual, in matters of human 
wisdom — saw the need of it. At least Aristotle, in discussing 
the ideal state, noted that there must be a limit to its size, 
set by the fact that everyone must know what is going on. As he 
explained it: 

What should be the limit will be easily ascertained by experience. 
For both governors and governed have duties to perform; the 
special functions of a governor are to command and to judge. But if 
the citizens of a state are to judge and to distribute offices according 
to merit, then they must know each other’s characters; where they 
do not possess this knowledge, both the election to offices and the 
decision of lawsuits will go wrong. When the population is very 
large they are manifestly settled at haphazard, which clearly ought 
not to be. . . . Clearly, then, the best limit of the population 
of a state is the largest number which suffices for the purposes of 
life, and can be taken in at a single view.^ 
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Aristotle speculated on these matters long before newspapers 
were developed. He could see no way to ensure information 
adequate to government other than to hold down the number 
of citizens to the limits of personal acquaintance. This for- 
mula was later made familiar to us by the New England town 
meeting. 

Our national government, however, was another matter. It 
was formed some twenty centuries after Aristotle, when man- 
kind had arrived at the age of the Rights of Man. And by this 
time, the late eighteenth century, newspapers were part of the 
accepted furniture of civilization. Though far different from 
ours in size and in manner, the newspapers were the same in 
purpose. Frank Luther Mott, outstanding historian of American 
journalism, points out that “as we look back, down the long 
vista of three and a half centuries or more of printed news, we 
find that the papers have been devoted mainly to the satisfac- 
tion of the fundamental need of human beings in any society to 
know what is happening in the world about them.” ® 

In other words, when in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen- 
turies the world grew more populous and complex, at the same 
time that technological developments made possible printed 
journalism, the newspaper began to assume its modern task 
of stretching the mental world of the individual beyond that 
limit of personal observation and acquaintance envisioned by 
Aristotle as a permanent maximum. It began to report to the 
citizen what went on in the next valley, in the farther parts 
of his own land, and even overseas. This being so, it is not sur- 
prising to find that, by the time our Constitutional Convention 
met in the late eighteenth century, a man of insight should 
insist that the newspaper was indispensable to government. 
Thomas Jefferson was such a man. In a statement that has 
endeared him to generations of newspapermen, Jefferson held 
newspapers to be even more necessary than government itself. 
When the Federal Convention met in Philadelphia he was not 
there as a delegate. Instead, he was in Paris as our Minister to 
France. Distance did not, however, keep him from thinking of 
the constitutional issues under debate at home. Thus, on 
January 16, 1787, some months before the Convention met, he 
wrote to his friend Edward Carrington, the Revolutionary 
general, jurist, and statesman: : ; 
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The way to prevent these irregular interpositions of the people 
[into the actions of Congress] is to give them full information of 
their affairs thro’ the channel of the public papers, & to contrive 
that those papers should penetrate the whole mass of the people. 
The basis of our governments being the opinion of the people, the 
first object should be to keep that right; and were it left to me to 
decide whether we should have a government without newspapers 
or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate to prefer 
the latter. But I should mean that every man should receive those 
papers & be capable of reading them.* 

Unlike Jefferson, the Constitutional Convention gave little 
thought to the imperative necessity for providing accurate in- 
formation in- order to put flesh on the constitutional skeleton. 
That brilliant assembly of thinkers and statesmen appears instead 
to have assumed without question that Nature had endowed 
officials and people alike with all information necessary to 
intelligent action. As Gunning Bedford of Delaware told his 
fellow delegates, in words reminiscent of Aristotle, “The repre- 
sentatives of the people were the best judges of what was for 
their interest.” ' And after all, the Convention delegates them- 
selves did know enough to write the Constitution with an insight 
into fundamentals seldom equaled in the history of government. 
As for the future of the country under the Constitution, they 
could guide themselves only by the America they themselves 
knew. Therefore they took for granted that every citizen and 
every officer of the tripartite government now to arise would 
know all he needed to know to make the structure work. 

In the rural, leisured life of those days this assumption was 
natural. The population of the entire thirteen states at the time 
was only 3,100,000,® or only half again as much as the 2,000,000 
who inhabit the city of Philadelphia today. This made it possible 
for the population of that time, and for its representatives in 
government, to attain in their mental worlds a workable ap- 
proximation of the relatively simple physical world they lived in. 

Through the years since then the physical world, as we are 
learning by bitter experience, has grown more and more com- 
plex. It is therefore a matter of some surprise that, as the world 
gradually became more intricate, so few should be aware of the 
need to examine anew the fundamental requirement of informa- 
tion that already had been apparent to Thomas Jefferson. To 
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be sure, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr., once pointed out that 
in time of war “news is as necessary as bread.” ’’ But, by and 
large, the assumption that information would be on hand with- 
out anyone’s doing anything about it— as though by virtue of 
some spontaneous combustion within the breast of the citizen 
—has persisted from the eighteenth century to this. The public 
tends to regard newspaper work as being valuable but not in- 
valuable, at least in principle. It gives lip service to the press. 
But, if actions speak louder than words, those of our body 
politic are not exactly stentorian about the indispensability of 
newspapers to government. 

It was with some comfort, therefore, that early in 1942 Ameri- 
can newspapermen read that a new Canadian Selective Service 
plan would consider newspapers and press associations as essen- 
tial services, even in wartime. “Nothing will be done to deprive 
them of the necessary qualified persons to insure their eflBcient 
publication,” said Elliott M. Little, director of Canada’s Na- 
tional Selective Service.® 

This was balm to Americans in the craft. Alone of skilled 
groups and professions, they had been classed by their own draft 
system as superfluous in wartime. Later modifications remedied 
this, but still did not hold a newspaperman to be as essential 
to his country as the man who sprayed paint on a tank. So, too, 
a wartime questionnaire designed to compile a national roster 
of professional and scientific workers, and those in skilled 
occupations, left newspapermen out entirely.® Unlike a hundred 
and fifty varieties of mechanics, from airplane fabric worker 
to woodworking machine operator; unlike professional men 
(thirty-six categories of them, from accountant and bacteriolo- 
gist), nine kinds of engineers, historians, lawyers, social workers, 
and so on through veterinarian, there was no place for reporter 
or editor to mark his X. As a nation, we are still not aware, 
apparently, that the fourth branch of government exists, and 
that the other three cannot function without it. 

Meanwhile, embarrassingly loud creaks continue to issue from 
the machinery of democracy. Certainly since 1918, if not before, 
we have had occasion to wonder whether a framework of gov- 
ernment designed in an era of wooden wheels could survive 
in a world of stainless steel and vacuum tubes. But except for 
the challenge of that modern version of the ancient tyrant, the 
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totalitarian leader who rises with a microphone in one hand 
and a blitzkrieg in the other, little has been offered by way of 
change. 

This may be startling when one thinks of it, but it is true. 
Few in the democratic camp have examined closely the ques- 
tion whether democracy’s sources of information are adequate 
, to the needs of today. One of the handful to do so was Walter 
Lippmann. And he, writing as long ago as 1922, concluded that 
it was the inadequacy of our information system that gave rise 
to democracy’s twentieth century ailments: 

The press ... is like the beam of a searchlight that moves rest- 
lessly about, bringing one episode and then another out of dark- 
ness into vision. Men cannot do the work of the world by this light 
alone. They cannot govern society by episodes, incidents, and erup- 
tions. It is only when they work by a steady light of their own, 
that the press, when it is turned upon them, reveals a situation 
intelligible enough for a popular decision. The trouble lies deeper 
than the press ... 

, . . the troubles of the press, like the troubles of representative 
government, be it territorial or functional, like the troubles of 
industry, be it capitalist, cooperative, or communist, go back to a 
common source: to the failure of self-governing people to transcend 
their casual experience and their prejudice, by inventing, creating, 
and organizing a machinery of knowledge. It is because they are 
compelled to act without a reliable picture of the world, that gov- 
ernments . . . make such small headway against the more obvious 
failings of democracy.^" 

The cure Lippmann proposed reminds one of the elderly 
sociologist’s greeting to the young one: “Good morning. And 
how are you since you left off thinking, and began to count?” 
For what Lippmann suggested was that some one begin to count 
the facts. Information should be obtained for the press rather 
than by the press. There should be an independent audit of 
the facts, he argued, by bureaus of governmental research, by 
specialized lobbies of corporations and trade unions and public 
groups, by legislative reference libraries, and by committees for 
this and associations for that. Democracy ought to be put wise 
to its own needs — in short, by means of all the paraphernalia 
of modern research. 

The decades since Lippmann made his thoughtful sugges- 
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tion have seen an explosive growth of research. But in today’s 
lexicon the term “research” covers a multitude of sins. The 
research departments of interested groups have a way of merg- 
ing themselves with departments of public information. The 
amount of specialized information put out for the press by press 
bureaus, information directors, counselors on public relations, 
publicity men, and plain press agents would, if laid end to end 
in our news columns, crowd out everything else many times over. 
But still we do not seem to be much the wiser. 

In recent years, especially after total war loaded new burdens 
on our democracy and therefore also upon our errant press, 
there has been further effort to organize intelligence. One sug- 
gestion carried the principle to its apogee. This was to construct 
a machine that might have been a nightmare dreamed by the 
editors of Fortune after a visit to New York’s prewar World’s 
Fair. The idea called for an illuminated globe that should tell 
all in terms of many-hued pictorial data and geopolitical charts. 
It was to answer all questions from “Where is the Navy?” to 
“What is today’s weighted index of German morale?” at the 
press of a button. 

Somehow this incandescent dome of many-colored glass turned 
juke box never materialized. Nor, on the more serious side, did 
research make democracy any less befuddled. The physical 
world has continued to defy man’s efforts to reduce it in size 
and complexity enough to get it into his mental world. All 
the schemes for educating democracy up to the point of con- 
sistently intelligent decisions have left us pretty much where 
we were. Awkward though this system may be in democracy’s 
hours of trial, the alternative is a Fiihrer or Generalissimo whose 
inner voices enable him to see all and know all. And somehow, 
when democracy faces an issue that has become acute, informa- 
tion on which to base a decision usually turns up. Then that 
restless beam of the press’s searchlight shines upon it. And until 
now, at least, this system has kept democracy’s head above the 
rising flood waters of ever new complexities and intricacies. 

In other words our democracy, for better for worse, for richer 
for poorer, seems destined to stick by its ancient principles of 
representative government and delegated powers. The neces- 
sary corollary is that it will retain essentially the information 
system it now has, and like it. Whether this information system— 
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this unofficial fourth branch of government consisting of press, 
radio, and all the rest — is adequate to the task of enabling de> 
mocracy to get along, is the central question of our time. 

There remains for consideration another question, that of 
how this machinery of information is to be controlled — if at all. 
Controlling the information system, as against recognizing it 
as a part of government, came before the Philadelphia Conven- 
tion in that hot summer of 1787; for, though the delegates to 
the Federal Convention assumed that a certain amount of in- 
formation was every American’s birthright, they debated briefly 
the press’s right to freedom from government control. At least 
one proposal for a bill of rights in the Constitution itself began 
with the phrase, “The liberty of the press shall be inviolably 
preserved.’’ And the Convention in the end failed to wi'ite 
a free-press clause into the Constitution itself not because the 
delegates opposed a free press. Far from it. The Convention 
held such a clause unnecessary: “For why declare that things 
shall not be done, which there is no power to do?” as Hamilton 
wrote later in the Federalist}^ 

As it turned out, the omission from the new Constitution of 
a bill of rights similar to those already written in eight state 
constitutions formed the chief ground for reluctance to ac- 
cept it. Therefore, as part of the contract under which the 
states adopted the Constitution, a bill of rights — ^known to us 
as Amendments I through X — was ratified less than three years 
after the Constitution itself. The very first of these amendments 
began, and begins today, with these words: 

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of re- 
ligion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the 
freedom of speech or of the press . . . 

Commenting on this fact Harold L. Ickes, former Secretary 
of the Interior and the most zestful gadfly of the press in our 
time, has written: “Except the press, no other private institution 
is specifically mentioned in the Bill of Rights. This places the 
press and its problems in a special suspense file.” 



CHAPTER III 


PLUS gA CHANGE 


Melvin J. Strong, meat packer’s agent of Fort Worth, had 
done pretty well in 1956 in spite of the times. Not many in 
the trade had been able to turn in a sales record like his in the 
face of the new regulations of the National Beef Authority. 
Not many homes in town were as sumptuously furnished. Hence 
Strong was able, one evening after dinner, to seat himself before 
the television screen of his new Superfidelity Communications 
set. This was a cabinet no bigger than his old radio, that had 
in it everything from a phonograph that played wire records 
to a facsimile attachment that ground out three copies of the 
family’s morning Star-T elegram right there in the home, while 
everyone slept. 

As the television tubes of the set grew warm and the images 
of a news program appeared on the screen, Mr. Strong’s tempera- 
ture rose. For there, all but filling the screen, was a face he 
had come to dislike intensely — that of Adalbert Hasenschmaltz. 
Adalbert was a supposedly reconditioned survivor of the Nazi 
educational nightmare, who had passed his United Nations ex- 
aminations, including the social aptitude test, brilliantly enough. 
He was also doing a good job. Strong conceded, as Meat Adminis- 
trator in Buenos Aires. But what was good for Argentina wasn’t 
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necessarily good for the Texas cattle industry. Besides, Strong 
just didn’t like Hasenschmaltz’s looks. 

The scene before Strong’s eyes shifted to another camera 
angle, disclosing the administrator seated in his handsome office 
in the superb new United Nations Building. By now Strong 
knew that building well. Even though he had never flown to 
B.A., he knew the look of things down there, as in other capitals 
around the world, ever since the weekly World Economic 
Roundup television programs had been on. 

On the screen, an Administrative Assistant in Charge of In- 
formation presented to Herr Hasenschmaltz a typewritten sheer, 
and the two fell to discussing it. Fascinated, Strong forgot he 
was at home in Fort Worth, and not on the twenty-third floor 
of that gigantic magnesium-coated edifice on the Avenida del 
Mayo. Though his Spanish was not of the best even after con- 
siderable television practice. Strong tried to catch the drift of 
the conversation that accompanied the scene before him. As he 
began to understand the burden of Hasenschmaltz’s argument, 
and saw what it meant in the way of further trouble for Ameri- 
can packers, his anger rose even higher. Before witnessing this 
scene with his own eyes, he had, in spite of all that had hap- 
pened, discounted the alarmist stories about the Argentine as 
so much newspaper talk. But the vision now unfolded before 
him — ^revealing the fixed purpose of those damned adminis- 
trators to insist on their world-trade outlook no matter what 
happened in the United States — changed all that. 

Strong snapped off his set, strode to his desk, and sat down to 
compose a sizzling telegram to his congressman. 

It need hardly be said that several aspects of the imaginary 
scene just described are still remote. Among other things, inter- 
continental television, while achieved in experiments, is still a 
dream. And, even if it were possible technically, no such tem- 
perature-raising sight would appear on the American television 
screen. Government officials do not invite television engineers, 
any more than newspaper correspondents, broadcasters, or pho- 
tographers, to be present when they are formulating policies 
in the privacy of their offices. 

Nevertheless there is a resemblance between Mr. Strong’s 
television program and journalism as we know it. For a program 
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like the one imagined is merely the ultimate perfection of 
journalism toward which we have, in past centuries and in 
this one, been advancing. It is the ultimate in the sense that, 
if it came to pass, the citizen could peer at will into any distant 
corner of the earth, and into nearer imponderables as well; 
he could see what was going on anywhere, to inform, to guide, 
or merely to amuse himself. The individual would know the 
physical world as well as he now knows his mental copy of it, 
and this would make the two, for practical purposes, the same. 

This is the goal toward which journalism has ever struggled, 
and presumably ever will struggle without quite reaching it. 
The history of journalism is the history of man’s striving for 
ways and means of learning what is going on in his world. 

To us, of course, journalism seems to be merely the business 
of reporting the distant scene by means of printed newspapers, 
magazines, and radio. Writers on public affairs from Jefferson 
to date have as one man noted that printed publications con- 
stitute tlie only sources from which the individual could get the 
information about his world that is the prerequisite of de- 
mocracy. Recently we have begun to say that “the newspapers 
and radio” have done this, or ought to do that. This recogni- 
tion that the rotary press is not the only mechanical contrivance 
that can serve as a medium for distributing news is a reminder 
that journalism is bigger than ink on newsprint. It is, indeed, 
merely an accident of technological history that, from the in- 
vention of printing until this century, journalism was synony- 
mous with printed matter. Today’s sociologists tell us that what 
we are pleased to call human progress comes not so much from 
the inspiration of an inventor’s genius as from the sociological 
climate of his time. No one can invent anything until civiliza- 
tion is ready for it. Applying this view to the mechanics of 
journalism, one notes that throughout history a new method of 
communication has turned up whenever the times have changed 
enough to warrant it, and whenever evolving technics have 
made it possible. Specifically, if Gutenberg had not developed 
movable type and the printing press at the time he did, some- 
one else would have. 

This cultural framework determined that Western civiliza- 
tion should be ready for printing, but not for radio, in the 
fifteenth century. Printing grew slowly at first, but began to 
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come into its own in the seventeenth century. This made it 
inevitable that journalism, ripe for development at that time, 
should fasten itself to printing* The two grew up together. 
And, because through three centuries of growth there was no 
other technical process that could carry its burden, journalism 
was nourished solely on a diet of print. 

This circumstance has obscured the fact that journalism ex- 
isted before the printed newspaper. For the journalistic func- 
tion has existed, and has been carried on by one means or 
another, since man came down from the trees. I suppose w’e 
shall no more be able to rid ourselves of associating printed 
newspapers with journalism than we have been able, four cen- 
turies after Copernicus and three after Galileo, to rid ourselves 
of the notion that the sun rises while the earth stands still. 
Nevertheless, if a radio news program and a radio commenta- 
tor’s interpretation of the news are not iournalism, what are 
they? 

Today, moreover, radio is not the newspaper’s only fellow 
worker in the field. Other mechanical gadgets, in part at least, 
perform essentially the same service. And older and more 
familiar ways of finding out what is going on ought to be iden- 
tified as a part of journalism. Here, for example, is a list of 
the channels of information that exist today: 

1. Background sources 

Education and environment 
Conversation 

Lectures, forums, sermons 

Books 

Magazines 

2. Newspapers 

3. Public opinion polls and communications research 

4. Radio 

5. Facsimile 

6. News photographs and picture magazines 

7. Motion pictures 

8. Television 

All but the first two are new with this century. Two of them, 
facsimile and television, are so new that they have not yet 
begun to carry their share of the burden. Also some of the 
newcomers, like radio and the movies, are instruments of enter- 



PLUS gA CHANGE 21 


tainment rathei'* than of journalism. Nevertheless, to some 
extent at least, each of these instruments of information dis- 
charges the journalistic function. Hence it seems only proper 
to identify them as members of the journalistic family, to the 
extent to which they have become so in fact. 

The Tme-financed Commission on Freedom of the Press 
recognized the desirability of doing this. “The Commission 
decided,” says the foreword to its report, “to include within its 
scope the major agencies of mass communication: the radio, 
newspapers, motion pictures, magazines, and books. Wherever 
the word ‘press* is used in the publications of the Commission, 
it refers to all these media.** ^ But even though contemporary 
facts make such a definition self-evident, it was greeted rather 
churlishly by defenders of the journalistic status quo. Thus 
Frank Gannett, the chain publisher, characterized the whole 
report as “erroneous, inconsistent, ineffective and dangerous,** 
and denounced this obvious definition of contemporary journal- 
ism as a misuse of the word “press.** ^ 

Perhaps the Commission was careless in choosing the word 
“press** rather than the more inclusive “journalism** or “media 
of mass communication,’* or something similar. Yet the Com- 
mission stated its definition clearly, and the reasons for it are 
patent. Surely the existence of today’s varied array of carriers 
of information makes it high time to redefine journalism as 
the function, rather than as any particular instrument through 
wdiich that function is discharged. Journalism, then, is the 
enterprise of collecting and distributing current information, 
and of explaining and interpreting that information. In prac- 
tice, too, the heavy weight of information and interpretation 
must be seasoned with enough entertainment to induce the 
customers to come and get it. Since Homer began to spin his 
tales, and probably before that, too, the ability to entertain 
has been at a premium in journalism. Therefore we ought to 
wdden the definition and say that journalism is the collection 
and distribution of current information, interpretation, and 
entertainment. 

If it is right to take journalism as the function rather than 
its means of execution, and so to include in it everything from 
newspapers to television, then we have a right to expect that 
henceforth journalism’s work will be done better than ever 
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before. The new technics of radio, photography, and television 
extend the range of our eyes and ears. Their reporting of the 
distant scene makes it seem more direct and more real than 
does writing. It ought to follow that our mental and physical 
worlds will match a little better in the future than in the past. 

This point has an interesting corollary. Since today’s journal- 
ism is tomorrow’s history, history in the years to come will be 
based on more than newspaper accounts, diaries, letters, state 
documents, and other written records. It will be based also on 
photographs, on newsreels, on the films that will be used to fix 
in time television’s direct coverage of news, and on recordings 
of radio broadcasts. From World War I we have only photo- 
graphs and crude movies, in addition to the written record. But 
World War II is well documented on all kinds of film and 
recordings. The early triumphs of the Nazi Army, the disaster 
of Pearl Harbor, the voices of Hitler, Churchill, Roosevelt, and 
the rest, the sights and sounds of the London blitz, of Stalingrad 
and the war in the Pacific — indeed, all the big and little sights 
and sounds of the war have been fixed on these newer incunab- 
ula. The smells of the war are the only part of it that has not 
been preserved. 

All this should make the study of history more exciting for 
future generations than it has been for us. It is difficult for 
the schoolboy of today to see the Civil War, for example, as 
something alive. It is a lot of words in a book, plus perhaps 
some line cuts and a stiff Brady photograph or two. At most, 
it is the emotional understanding that comes out of the pages 
of a Gone with the Wind. Only the scholar who specializes in 
an era really gets under its skin deeply enough to feel its life 
and to know its characters as living people. Only by such 
efforts can Gettysburg a^in become something tense — ^as real 
as that sinking feeling we had when France collapsed in 1940 — 
instead of something musty, with the odor of old books and 
papers. 

By contrast, the schoolboy of the future, if the schools are 
on their toes, will not know Hitler as desiccated in written 
records, but with his own ears will hear him ranting as he 
harangued the mob at a Nazi pageant, and with his own eyes 
will see him as he looked when he danced in the garden on 
hearing of France’s surrender. So, too, tomorrow’s schoolboy 



PLUS QA CHANGE 23 

can live over again the dark hours of the Battle of Britain by 
hearing for himself Winston Churchill’s voice as he promised 
nothing but “blood, toil, tears, and sweat,’’ or as he paid 
tribute to the few in the RAF to whom so many owed so much. 
And if our future schoolboy is shown the American Army’s 
indoctrination films, like “Prelude to War’’ and “The Nazis 
Strike,’’ he ought to begin not only to see the war as the fiercely 
living thing it was, but to feel for himself at least something 
of what we who lived through it felt. If so, perhaps future 
generations can learn more from history and its repeating pat- 
tern than we have learned. 

To us, of course, the graphic intensity of the reporting done 
through the new instruments of journalism is important not 
alone as source material for future historians. Through it we 
can see the distant scene more directly, and perhaps understand 
it better, than if we merely read about it. This makes it su- 
premely important that we realize fully that, whatever else 
they may be, radio, moving pictures, and all the rest are authen- 
tic parts of journalism. As such they ought to be guaranteed 
the benefits of a free press under the First Amendment to the 
Constitution. In return, the whole battery of democracy’s new 
instruments of information must learn to breathe the traditions 
of the Fourth Estate by struggling to report and interpret facts 
independently of the social and economic groups that make 
up our body politic. Only if they are free from control by gov- 
ernment, and only if they realize fully their own obligations 
as objective reporters, can they function as the integral parts 
of journalism they are. 


CHAPTER IV 


MR. MACAULAY^S FOURTH ESTATE 



The fact that, of all the private enterprises in our economy, 
only newspapers receive protection from the Constitution forces 
them to lead a double life. On the one hand they are profit- 
making businesses, just as self-seeking as any other business. On 
the other they are an integral part of democracy. Inevitably 
the fact that they thus stand with one foot in the cash register 
and the other in government gives them a Jekyll-Hyde per- 
sonality. And just as inevitably the public, seeing in the news- 
papers now the Dr. Jekyll and now the Mr. Hyde, is confused 
as to what their position in our society is and what it should 
be. Nor is this confusion lessened by the nonsense contributed 
from both sides of the discussion. 

Perhaps we can begin to penetrate the confusion by follo\r- 
ing the details of an interesting encounter between a critic of 
Mr. Hyde and a friend of Dr. Jekyll. The critic is Harold L, 
Ickes, whose joy in his avocation as banderillero to newspapers 
has already been mentioned. The friend is a reporter, Winifred 
Mallon of the New York Times, The occasion of their encounter 
was a press conference held a few days after the Roosevelt- 
Willkie election of 1940, when the bitterness of that campaign 
was still fresh in everyone's mind. Although the exchange 
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took place some years ago it is still pertinent because any dis- 
cussion of the press today is likely to raise the same cloud of dust. 

Secretary Ickes opened his conference with the remark that 
although the people had elected the same man President three 
times, that man had had the active support of only 40 per cent 
of the press in 1932; 36 per cent in 1936; and less than 23 per 
cent in 1940. (Four years later, he said the figure had sunk to 
a mere 17.7 per cent.) The Secretary thereupon observed to 
the assembled reporters: ‘‘I am convinced that our democracy 
needs, more than ever before, a truly free press that represents 
no class or economic group and one that will rewin the con- 
fidence of our citizens because it is worthy of rewinning that 
confidence.*' He then commended the situation as he had posed 
it to the publishers, ''for calm self-examination and comment." ^ 

The result, he said later, was the "vicious snarl" with which 
many newspapers habitually reply to criticism. But at the press 
conference Ickes, no mean vicious snarler himself, was subjected 
by Winifred Mallon to a searching request for light as to how 
a "more truly free press" might be achieved. The dialogue is 
so interesting that it is reproduced here in full, as published 
in the New York Times next day.^ The spark that started it 
was Ickes’ insistence that publishers were, despite their dis- 
claimer, responsible for the opinions expressed by their colum- 
nists. Then the fun began: 

Mr. Ickes was asked if he thought the press would be freer if it 
could not print such a column as the one under discussion, to which 
he replied: 

“I don't think it goes to the question of the freedom of the press 
at all." 

“But that," said the reporter, "is what — " 

Mr. Ickes interrupted and the following discussion ensued: 

Mr. Ickes: "You are implying that a newspaper, in order to be 
free, has to print sewage, aren't you?" 

Reporter: "There is such a difference of opinion as to what is 
sewage." 

Mr, Ickes: "Well, I agree with that, but there isn’t that difference 
between olfactory nerves." 

Reporter: "Well, if the paper isn’t going to be the judge, who 
would be, to make it free?" 

Mr. Ickes: "You are the judge." 

Reporter: "What?" 
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Mr* Ickes: ‘Well, we are getting down to another question. What 
do you mean by the paper*s judgment? The man who happens to 
own it, or the editorial staff?’' 

Reporter: “Both. It wouldn’t last long if it wasn’t both.” 

Mr. Ickes: “Well, how many people, how many members of the 
editorial staff, are consulted as to policy? I can go further than that — 
editorial and reportorial staff. What is a newspaper?” 

Reporter: “What interests me is just what you mean, sir (reading): 
‘Although we are fortunate in having free communication over the 
air, I am convinced that our democracy needs more than ever a 
truly free press.’ That is what I mean. You pointed out something 
you think is wrong, and maybe it is, but what is there about it that 
isn’t free?” 

Mr. Ickes: “Well, maybe if any comment is made on this state- 
ment — perhaps the editors will raise that question. When it is raised, 
why, perhaps I will have something to say about it. I don’t think 
a press is free that represents one economic group or one social group 
or the two combined.” 

Reporter: “And again we come down to who is going to decide it.” 

Mr. Ickes: “I am sorry if you don’t like what I say there, but I 
have said it anyhow.” 

Reporter: “No, Mr. Secretary, please. We all want freedom of the 
press. If you don’t think it is free now, how would you go about 
making it more free than it is now?” 

Mr. Ickes: “What is a newspaper supposed to represent? Its readers 
— ^have they any rights? The editorial staff? They have all the rights 
there are. A newspaper used to say it represented its readers — it 
represented public opinion.” 

Reporter: “When it stops having readers it will cease to be a 
newspaper.” 

Mr. Ickes: “Oh, no. My point is that they are not representing 
any constituency at all.” 

Reporter: “Well, if it represents a constituency, that begs the 
whole question. It would be representing one class and not readers 
generally.” 

Mr, Ickes: “Well, that is all right, if that is what you think a 
newspaper ought to be.” 

Reporter: “I truly want to know what you have in mind.” 

Mr. Ickes: “I think a newspaper ought to represent as honestly 
as it can, at any rate to some degree, and not unreasonably, the views 
of its readers because that is a newspaper’s constituency, just as 
the voters in a Congressional district are the constituency of the 
Congressman.” 

Reporter: “Mr. Secretary, the constituency of a newspaper can 



MR. Macaulay's fourth estate 27 


take the power of any newspaper away by refusing to read it and 
buy it, and the newspaper then is forced to quit.’' 

Mr. Ickes: ‘‘In other words, you say that misrepresentation is de- 
fensible so long as people continue to buy the newspapers? Weil, 
I don’t.” 

Reporter; “I am just pointing out that you made that parallel 
between a newspaper and a Representative in the House and the 
constituents of that Representative in the House.” 

Mr. Ickes: “Well, of course they don’t have to buy. I can admit 
all that, but does that absolve the newspaper of all responsibility 
for trying to represent fairly, especially if they have such mast 
headlines as ‘All the news that is fit to print’ and then enhance one 
side of the campaign and suppress another?” 

It is unfortunate that at this point a question on a different 
subject broke off the colloquy. For it seems to me that here a 
critic and a defender of our present American press were close 
to the source of our confusion. It is apparent that they were 
really talking about two diifferent things. Ickes used the words 
“free press, “ but he was not talking about a free press. Rather 
he was talking about the fact that the contemporary American 
newspaper is, whatever else it may be, a big business. At the 
same time the reporter, using the same words, was talking 
about a free press in the historic sense. Ickes, clearly annoyed 
that the politics of most of our newspapers were different from 
his own, concluded that they were not truly free. In the sense 
that they had pocketbook nerves and so were not free from a 
predilection toward political and economic conservatism, he 
was right, and there is the source of much of our trouble with 
the press today. But that has nothing to do with the theory 
of a free press as embodied in the Constitution. In fact, what 
really bothered Ickes was that, in the precise meaning of the 
words “free press,” our newspapers were free — free to oppose 
the administration in power, free to fight a political battle 
from the opposite side of the party fence from which the 
redoubtable Secretary had swung his campaign haymakers at 
the opposition. 

Here, I think, is the reason for much of the muddled think- 
ing and talking about our newspapers. Apologists for our con- 
temporary journalism fall back on an eighteenth century term, 
the “free press.” They use it in its original and accurate sense, 
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of a press uncontrolled by authority, though they often over- 
look the possibly embarrassing question as to whether the eight- 
eenth century concept is adequate to today’s society. Conversely, 
critics of our press use the same eighteenth century term to 
mean something wholly different — ^namely, a journalism cast 
loose, in some way they never define— from the oversized 
modern version of its classic economic foundation. 

In an effort to clear the ground for an examination into the 
resulting conflict of opinion, I am devoting the rest of this 
chapter to an analysis of the theory of a free press as it evolved 
in Anglo-Saxon history. The reader whose sympathies range 
him alongside Ickes is warned that he will find here nothing 
about the contemporary economics of journalism. He tvill, how- 
ever, find a great deal about the governmental framework wnthin 
which newspapers operate today, and within which they must 
operate tomorrow in any society that deserves the name “de- 
mocracy.” The economics of journalism are reserved for Chap- 
ters 6 and 7. Even so, I trust that the critic of today’s newspaper 
in particular will thread his way through the argument that 
follows, because innumerable discussions have showTi me that 
critics who are most troubled about the faults of the press 
today are precisely the ones who are most likely to fail in under- 
standing the historic doctrine of the free press, and therefore 
in appreciating its priceless value even in today’s world. 

There follows, then, not an analysis of the American press 
today, but an examination oi the theory of a free press. And 
we can best begin to grasp that theory if we forget for the time 
being the words “free press,” and instead look into another 
term sometimes applied to the newspapers; namely, the “Fourth 
Estate.” 

In all the nations of Christendom, society has usually been 
divided into three estates, using “estate” in the sense of an 
order or class of society that participates in government. In 
former days a large part of the population, being serfs or 
belonging to similar lower orders, did not qualify as an estate 
because its members were uninvited to the seats of government. 
In Great Britain, whence we inherited the term, the composition 
of the three estates varied as it did elsewhere. But after some 
fluctuations it came to be accepted that the realm was made 
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up of these three: the Lords Spiritual, or the Church; the Lords 
Temporal, or the aristocracy; the Commons, the representatives 
of the rising commercial civilization of the towns. 

It is hardly surprising that this acceptance of three estates led 
from time to time to half-humorous suggestions as to what other 
estates there might be; so the Spanish Civil War of the late 
thirties gave us the term “Fifth Column," and we soon invented 
sixth and seventh columns. Thus Henry Fielding in 1752 %vrote 
of “that very large and powerful body which forms the Fourth 
Estate in this community . . . The Mob." Others called the 
Army — surely at times a powerful arm of the government — 
the Fourth Estate. And William Hazlitt, the essayist, in 1821 
referred to the reformer William Cobbett as “a kind of Fourth 
Estate in the politics of this country."® 

Some time in the early nineteenth century this unofficial 
designation of Fourth Estate became attached to the press. Cer- 
tainly by Tuesday May 19, 1840, when Thomas Carlyle made 
his fifth lecture on “Heroes and Hero-Worship" on a public 
platform in London, he used it seriously in this sense. Speak- 
ing of the hero as a man of letters, Mr. Carlyle pointed out 
the change printing had wrought in government: 

Witenagemote, old Parliament, was a great thing. The affairs of 
the nation were there deliberated and decided; what we were to do 
as a nation. But does not, though the name Parliament subsists, 
the parliamentary debate go on now, everywhere and at all times, 
in a far more comprehensive way, out of Parliament altogether? 
Burke said there were Three Estates in Parliament; but, in the 
Reporters’ Gallery yonder, there sat a Fourth Estate more important 
far than they all. It is not a figure of speech, or a witty saying; it 
is a literal fact, — ^very momentous to us in these times. Literature 
is our Parliament too. Printing, which comes necessarily out of 
Writing, I say often, is equivalent to Democracy; invent Writing, 
Democracy is inevitable.^ 

Edmund Burke never said what is ascribed to him by Carlyle. 
At least, the Oxford Dictionary reports,® “We have failed to 
discover confirmation of Carlyle's statement attributing to Burke 
the use of the phrase in the application now current." It 
seems most likely that this serious rather than jocular use of 
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“Fourth Estate” had first found its way into print a dozen years 
before Carlyle’s lecture, in the essay Thomas Babington Ma- 
caulay wrote on Hallam’s Constitutional History of England; 
for there Macaulay wrote: 

The gallery in which the reporters sit has become a fourth estate 
of the realm. The publication of the debates, a practice which seemed 
to the most liberal statesmen of the old school full of danger to 
the great safeguards of public liberty, is now regarded by many 
persons as a safeguard tantamount, and more than tantamount, to 
all the rest together.” ® 

The fact that in his very next sentence Macaulay referred to 
a speech by Burke makes it seem likely that Carlyle found 
the source of his misquotation here. But however fascinating 
the exact origins of this usage may be, it is pertinent that more 
than a century ago these two distinguished writers soberly 
applied the term “Fourth Estate” to the press. Since then the 
press, and especially the newspaper press, has appropriated it. 
Sincere editors use the term when pouring out their hearts about 
their profession; and publishers who don’t like a Wages and 
Hours Act find in it a convenient shield against the future. 

The conception of the newspapers as the Fourth Estate in 
a society provides an understanding of the place of the informa- 
tion system in democracy. More than that, it gives the key to 
democracy in our time. And this is the reason for the fact 
noted by Secretary Ickes, that newspapers are the only private 
business institution mentioned in the Bill of Rights. 

At this point it becomes necessary for critics of present-day 
American newspapers to remember that rve are discussing not 
the Hearst newspapers or the Chicago Tribune, but the philo- 
sophical framework within which democracy’s information 
system operates — or perhaps we had better say, should operate. 
Proceeding then upon this plane, we begin to sense something 
profound in the conception of journalism as an entity apart 
from all other groups that make up society, as a reporter of all 
kinds of events, but a reporter free from partisan interest in 
any one segment of society as against any other segment. 

Essentially, of course, such a separate and disinterested Fourth 
Estate is what was described in a preceding chapter as the fourth 
branch of government, Yet it is something more too. It is some- 
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thing more because all other estates of the social order, and all 
other branches of government stand together on one side of 
a line while the Fourth Estate remains on the other. For 
example, though Congress and President may be jealous of their 
powers and their dignity in relation to each other, each has 
more in common with the other than with the Fourth Estate. 
In a dispute between President and Congress, the Fourth Estate 
—not necessarily your newspaper — prints on its front page 
what the President said, and what the senators or representatives 
said, without arguing for one or the other. It will tell the reader 
what the CIO demands, and what the industrialist thinks of 
that demand, without coloring its accounts with interpretation 
of the kind made familiar by editorial pages and columnists. 
It will report defeats and victories in war, the news of science, 
education, the Church, sports, and all the other interests of all 
the groups that make up the body politic — but it will not 
identify itself with any one of them. 

The usefulness of the Fourth Estate, therefore, lies in its 
independence from all other groups into which man has organ- 
ized himself. And if the Fourth Estate is to bridge the gap 
between our physical and mental worlds, then this independence 
must be its backbone; for, if the information we get comes to 
us charged with the partisan emotions of any particular frac- 
tion of society, it is poisoned. Our information machinery will 
then no longer bring us, with (reasonably) honest intent and 
a (fairly) pure heart, news of those further horizons we cannot 
see, but which yet form the larger part of the environment with 
which we must deal in our work and in our government. 

Even though we are concerned here with an ideal Fourth 
Estate rather than with its practical expression, we can find some- 
thing of that ideal embodied in the journalism of the past, at 
least. What instrument was most powerful in helping man break 
the shackles of the Church from his mind? The printing press. 
What was the particular issue of many of the individual battles 
in the seventeenth and eighteenth century wars for liberty? 
The printing press, used to bring facts and opinions from the 
physical world into the mental world. For no ancient order of 
priests, no modern totalitarian tyrant wired for sound, can sup- 
press thoughts in a man's head. Thoughts can be suppressed 
only at the point of utterance. And until thirty years ago the 
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only effective way to get an idea beyond range of your own 
voice was to print it. 

We tend to think that our predecessors in Anglo-Saxon lands 
fought for some glorious abstraction called Liberty. They didn’t. 
They fought for smaller but more specific objectives. And often 
that specific objective involved the right to use the printing 
press in the service of the Fourth Estate. The heroes of liberty 
fought for the right to publish a particular book without the 
imprimatur of an Inquisition. Or they fought to reseat in Parlia- 
ment a certain man named John Wilkes, convicted of seditious 
libel for criticizing a speech from the throne in his North Briton. 
Liberty and the printing press are inseparable. One has no 
meaning, the other little use, without its partner. 

Let not some irritated patron of contemporary journalism 
begin to fidget and say: “This is all very well as an ideal, and 
perhaps even as a workaday practice in bygone days, but what 
has it to do with today’s American newspaper?” It must be 
admitted that all but the best of our journalism today is still 
a long way from the ideal of the Fourth Estate. Not only is 
it closely associated with our present-day Lords Temporal, our 
economically and politically conservative groups, but everyday 
journalism seems hardly to improve in either morals or skill 
on our ministers, doctors, lawyers, entrepreneurs, or indeed 
anyone else. 

In spite of all this, some pride in the Fourth Estate, some 
feeling for its import, pervades our newsrooms. The feeling is 
no more visible than electricity, but it is just as real. Perhaps 
only working newspapermen, and by no means all of them, 
share it. Cynical and disillusioned though they may be — enough 
so to make them keep such pride to themselves — this sense of 
being part of the Fourth Estate must be reckoned with in 
the practical councils of men. The working newspaperman — 
the reporter or copy reader, that is, rather than the columnist 
or publisher — is entitled to a certain pride in his calling. I 
can testify from experience that, other things being equal, his 
employment is less commercial than that in other institutions 
of private profit. Your reporter may look with envy on the 
higher rewards that come to those who forsake journalism for 
publicity or advertising, but at least he knows he has not sold 
his soul to a tooth paste. 
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This holds true even under the abuses to which the Fourth 
Estate is subject as an ■ instrument handled by erring human 
beings who are an integral part of our enterprise-for-profit 
system. Even the veteran desk man who wrote the headline and 
shaped the lead of the story in last night’s paper that made you 
bilious— -even he feels it. He probably doesn’t like that par- 
ticular story any better than you did, but he did it that way 
because it touched a subject toward which the paper’s manage- 
ment had a policy. Nine-tenths of the time he does his impartial 
best. You benefit by it, but do you give him credit for it? Not 
unless you are different from other newspaper readers, who 
take the 90 per cent of accurate and objective reporting as a 
natural part of the scenery, but utter loud cries at the 10 per 
cent that is either seemingly or really bad. 

Presumably this spirit of the independent Fourth Estate was 
felt, in spite of what he had to do, by even the legendary rewrite 
man on the Communist Daily Worker, the one who was tossed 
an item about a collision between two automobiles, with the 
injunction: “Here, class-angle that!” For there is inherent in 
the trade of writing news some inner compulsion toward the 
truth. It makes even the man whose business it is to make the 
facts fit the party line — no matter whether that line is Com- 
munist or Big Business — squirm, because he feels that inner 
compulsion. 

This force that tends to make the newspapers, with all their 
faults and failures, present us with a reasonably accurate report, 
comes to us out of our political and social inheritance. 

Most of us are agreed that, though man has struggled toward 
the truth through all the ages, he has never found it. What 
he has found, after countless generations of labor, is a way 
of approaching the truth. Surely so far as concerns the facts 
on which government decisions are based, at least a method 
has been evolved during the last three centuries. By this method 
we can use the truth, even though it may never be captured and 
measured. 

The method was put into words in 1644 by John Milton in 
his unspoken and at the time unsuccessful address to Parliament, 
Areopagitica. The idea somehow sprang out of the soil of Eng- 
land in the seventeenth century. Others had aired it before 
Milton,’^ but it was he who dressed it in eloquent phrases and 
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thereby bequeathed to us the formula that we still use today. 

Briefly, what Milton said was that while truth might assume 
more shapes than one,® we could yet find it and make it sei've 
our needs. For practical purposes, finding the truth was simple. 
All you had to do was to let all versions of the truth fight it 
out among themselves. No matter how highly colored an 
opinion a man might have as to what was truth, let him utter 
it without hindrance: 

And through all the windes of doctrin were let loose to play 
upon the earth, so Truth be in the field, we do injuriously by 
licencing and prohibiting to misdoubt her strength. Let her and 
Falsehood grapple; who ever knew Truth put to the wors, in a 
free and open encounter.® 

Milton here phrased his plea as though there were one pure 
truth and a variety of erroneous versions. They tvere like knights 
on the jousting field, all dressed in armor with visors down. You 
could tell which was Truth at the end of the tournament, for 
Truth was the one that unhorsed all the others. 

What Milton was pleading for was no universal formula. He 
sought a specific object: unlicensed printing. He wanted no 
Court of the Star Chamber, no Company of Stationers, to say 
beforehand what was truth and what error, and to license for 
printing only that which they certified as the truth. Yet here is 
the germ of a profound principle — a principle that has been 
validated by three hundred years of experience. Anglo-Saxon 
society, at least, has gotten where it is by permitting substantially 
all facts, and all opinions as to what were facts, to compete 
openly in the market place for public acceptance. By and large. 
Truth, somewhat battered but still recognizable, has eventually 
emerged triumphant. 

When Milton published his argument — without a license, 
incidentally — printed newspapers, recognizable as such, had 
existed in England for scarcely more than two decades. Milton’s 
concern was for pamphlets like his own and for books, rather 
than for newspapers as we know them. His argument has been 
appropriated ever since, however, as a plea for free newspapers. 
Here, then, is the origin of the now debatable term, “free press.” 
And while technically it still covers all products of the printing 
press, for practical purposes it has come to mean simply news- 
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papers imcontrolled by government. On a still broader plane 
we use it to mean the absence of control by any authority, sacred 
or profane, within the whole framework of society. 

N freedom of the press has been no more ab- 

solute than any other freedom. Specific encroachments have 
been made upon it from time to time, as upon ah liberties. For 
the American newspaper press one of the major historical en- 
croachments was the trial of John Peter Zenger in New York, 
in August, 1735. Zenger was an immigrant printer from Ger- 
many. He used his New York Weekly Journal as a mouthpiece 
of opposition to the authoritarian regime of Governor William 
Cosby, representative of the British Crown. Cosby had him put 
into jail and tried on a charge of libel. Under the English law 
of the time, which was the law of the colonies too, Zenger could 
not plead the truth of his newspaper articles as a defense against 
the charge of libel. As the prosecuting attorney argued, 'It is 
not less a libel because it is true.’' 

To the surprise of Chief Justice James De Lancey, hand- 
picked as Cosby’s man in the colony’s court system, there ap- 
peared in defense of Zenger an old man of nearly eighty, known 
to be one of the great lawyers of the colonies. He was Andrew 
Hamilton of Philadelphia — not to be confused with Alexander 
Hamilton, who was not born until twenty-two years later. 

Justice De Lancey, basing his decision on Star Chamber prec- 
edents, refused to let Hamilton prove that the facts as Zenger 
had printed them were true. Thereupon the defense attorney, in 
an address to the jury that became a classic, neatly made the 
verdict turn upon the truth none the less. "And were you to find 
a Verdict against my Client,” argued the elderly Hamilton, 
"you must take upon you to say, the Papers referred to in the 
Information, and which we acknowledge we printed and pub- 
lished, are false^ scandalous^ and seditious'* They knew that 
what Zenger had written was substantially true, and agreed with 
such bias as it had. So their verdict was. Not Guilty. Thereby 
this jury of American colonists established for themselves and 
for us the right to which Andrew Hamilton had appealed in 
his peroration: the right "both of exposing and opposing arbi- 
trary Power ... by speaking and writing Truth.” 

During the two centuries since Zenger’s trial, the independent 
Fourth Estate in this country has suffered many other trials, 
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many other limitations, on its freedom. Yet thus far it has sur- 
vived in its essential character of an unmuzzled check on govern- 
ment, The reason was put into a few words by another eight- 
eenth century Englishman, Thomas Erskine. Defending Thomas 
Paine in a British court some half a century after the Zenger 
trial, again on a libel charge, Erskine said: 

In this manner power has reasoned in every age; government, 
in its own estimation, has been at all times a system of perfection; 
but a free press has examined and detected its errors, and the people 
have from time to time reformed them. This freedom has alone 
made our Government what it is; this freedom alone can preserve 
it.“ 

All governments from that day to this — all the Goebbelses of 
Nazism, all the thinkers of the Communist revolution, all the 
recent upheavals in our own America — have yet to disprove the 
validity of the theory of a free press as Erskine stated it. There- 
fore we must accept it as fact that no man, however farreaching 
the information that is his by virtue of his office at the center 
of government, however deep his understanding of the temper 
of his time, is wise enough to judge himself and his acts before 
the people. He must always be subject to criticism by the press, 
however sincerely he may believe that he is right and the press 
wrong, however convinced he may be that in the people’s own 
interest a hostile newspaper’s opinion ought to be made to con- 
form to the sympathetic opinions of his own supporters. That 
is what John Stuart Mill must have had in mind when he wrote 
that “we can never be sure that the opinion we are endeavoring 
to stifle is a false opinion.” And that is why we cannot ap- 
proach the faults of contemporary journalism without first 
accepting the major premise that, no matter what else is done, 
we cannot have democracy without a Fourth Estate, sheltered 
behind the principle of a free press in the precise meaning of 
that term as hammered out in Anglo-Saxon history. 
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THE FOURTH ESTATE IN ACTION 


That eighteenth century crusader for reason and justice, 
Francois Marie Arouet de Voltaire, is popularly believed to 
have written his fellow philosopher, Claude Adrien Helvetius, 
this ringing declaration: “I disapprove of what you say, but I 
will defend to the death your right to say it.” A noble thought, 
surely. Unfortunately, Voltaire never uttered it. The phrase 
was invented and ascribed to Voltaire in 1906 by the English 
miter, E. Beatrice Hall, of The Friends of Voltaire.^ Even so, 
those eighteen w'ords aptly phrase the principle behind the 
ideal of a press that is free in the historic sense. 

Unfortunately, no human society has yet reached that level. 
Voltaire himself violated the rule ascribed to him on at least 
one occasion. In a letter dated February 13, 1759, he protested 
hotly because a certain bookseller had published a pamphlet that 
Voltaire called “contre les m6eurs, contre la religion, contre la 
paix des particuliers, contre le bon ordre.” ® Here the great man 
was unmistakably disapproving what another said, but he was 
hardly defending to the death the other’s right to say it. 

Voltaire’s annoyance when he encountered liberty of opinion 
in the flesh is characteristic of us all. That the attitude can be 
enacted into law even here in the land of the free is shown by 
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the Sedition Law o£ 1798, and the Alien Law coupled with it. 
During World War I we reenacted the idea in the 1918 amend- 
ment to the Espionage Act of 1917; and the alien restrictions 
were again made stiffer as World War II came on, though this 
time their administration was far more enlightened. All this is 
simply a reflection of the fact that throughout our national his- 
tory we have never hesitated to restrict freedom of expression 
when something else has seemed to matter more. The public will 
to do this has expressed itself in all kinds of ways, from lynching 
a former Revolutionary general when he sought to help an 
editor distribute an unpopular newspaper during the War of 
1812 to the criminal syndicalism laws enacted by many states. 
Nor is the halter on freedom merely a temporary aberration 
during crises; the long history of our libel laws shows that, while 
we may want a press that is free, we don’t want what we con- 
sider abuse of freedom, at any time. 

Nor is this surprising. Who would “defend to the death” the 
right of a Colonel Robert R. McCormick, publisher of the 
Chicago Tribune, to call his own country’s government an 
enemy while we were deep in the greatest war of our history? 

TRIBUNE CHECKS FILES ON FORMER AMDS TURNED FOES, Said a 

Tribune headline on May 24, 1942.® This sounded as though 
some Tribune correspondents abroad might have turned traitor 
and gone to work for the Axis. A reading of the story itself, 
though, shows that nothing of the kind had happened, instead, 
four journalists once on its staff were notv “foes” of the Tribune 
and therefore, apparently, enemies of their country, presumably 
because the Tribune was champion of the American Way of 
Life. Their seditious activity — to follow the paper’s line of 
reasoning — consisted of a campaign made under “the respect- 
able cloak of the Russian war effort” against that way of life. 
The fascinated reader discovered that one of them was carrying- 
out his nefarious designs from the shelter of “a fat government 
‘information’ job.” This reprehensible character, it turned out, 
was none other than Edmond L. Taylor, distinguished author 
of that expose of the Nazi war of nerves. The Strategy of Terror. 
The others were William L. Shirer, Jay Allen, and George 
Seldes. 

This kind of thing surely crosses over the invisible line that 
delimits responsible use of the press’s right to freedom. Yet the 
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Tribune^ even though the item referred to was just one sample 
of many, was not suppressed. By contrast. Father Coughlin’s 
Social Justice wd.s suppressed, and from the contrast we can 
perhaps see more clearly how we ourselves consent to practical 
limits on the freedom of the Fourth Estate. Social Justice was a 
weekly Journal of opinion, the personal mouthpiece ^ of the 
well known demagogue Father Charles Edward Coughlin, pas- 
tor of the Shrine of the Little Flower in Detroit. Even though 
Social Justice was obviously fascist-minded, it was suffered to 
live, under the supposed Voltaire philosophy, until war came. 
Then, on May 4, 1942, it was suppressed. Government evidence 
indicated that Social Justice “had by direct statement and im- 
plication sought to blame the United States and President 
Roosevelt for the war, and had called on the people in the name 
of 'reason’ to bring it to an end, and had in other ways repeated 
the propaganda line of the Axis.’’ Accordingly Postmaster Gen- 
eral Frank C. Walker, using the means by which the federal 
government has long controlled questionable advertising, de- 
nied Social Justice further access to the mails under our postal 
laws.® 

Where then was Milton’s thesis that Truth could not be put 
to the worse in a free and open encounter? The answer is, I 
think, that we did not care to wait for Father Coughlin’s false- 
hoods to be overtaken by 'what seemed to us the truth, because 
to do so would have gotten in the way of our will to fight. With 
the national life itself in danger we would rather suppress Social 
Justice than live up to the letter of our free-press principle. 
And so long as suppression is on the unmistakable ground of 
disloyalty in war, who will quarrel with it? 

This is vastly different from doing the same thing in time of 
peace, or for any reason less momentous than overt opposition 
to a life-and-death war. So, in practice as distinct from theory, 
one does arrive at this modification of the free-press principle: 
that in time of war it may be abrogated on the ground of sedi- 
tion (agitation in the direction of treason stopping short of an 
overt act) or of treason (an overt attempt to overthrow the 
government). Even so, suppression is dangerous, even in time 
of war, because only later generations can tell “whether the 
opinion we are trying to stifle is a false opinion.” 

It is of course true that in peacetime too we make com- 
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promises with freedom. As Harold J. Laski put it: “The mean- 
ing of liberty will vary with every age. Each generation will have 
certain things it prizes as supremely good and will demand that 
these, above all, should be free.” ® The things a generation does 
not want free it will suppress either directly— by mob action if 
need be — or more usually through sanctioning the legal actions 
of its courts, legislatures, and executives. 

The long history of our willingness to negate in detail the 
broad theory of the free press, however, brings one up short. 
Looking at past suppressions with the perspective of hindsight, 
one comes to the conviction that the more nearly inviolable free 
speech and free press are, the better for the common good. The 
risk of persecution, in denying them, is too great. The censor 
is all too likely to squelch a minority that speaks for a future 
majority. Therefore the burden of proof should lie always on 
him who would suppress, rather than the other way around. 
A publication must be presumed innocent until proved guilty. 

This view was well expressed a few years ago in the dissenting 
opinions of the Supreme Court’s five-to-four decision upholding 
the right of communities to tax the sale of religious literature 
by the rather bumptious sect known as Jehovah’s Witnesses. As 
Associate Justice Murphy wrote at the time, “If this court is to 
err in evaluating claims that freedom of speech, freedom of the 
press, and freedom of religion have been invaded, far better 
that it err in being overprotective of those precious rights.” Or, 
as the American Bar Association’s Committee on the Bill of 
Rights put it in connection with the same case: 

The philosophy of free institutions is now being subjected to the 
most severe test it has ever undergone. Advocates of totalitarian gov- 
ernment point to the speed and efiiciency with which such systems 
are administered, and assert that democracy can offer nothing to 
outweigh these advantages. The answer is to be found in the value 
of certain basic individual rights and the assurance afforded by free 
institutions that these shall not be required to yield to majority 
pressure, no matter how overwhelming.^ 

When a man sees in a newspaper some fact or opinion that 
offends him, he is likely to follow the real Voltaire into scan- 
dalized irritation. He will ask: “Why this freedom of the press? 
Why should this newspaper writer have constitutional protec- 
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tion for doing wHat he damn pleases, when neither I nor any- 
one else have anything like it in my business?’' 

Freedom of the press thus appears to be a license granted to 
the writer or publisher, and not what it really is — a right that 
belongs to and protects the people; for, as Professor Zechariah 
Chafee, Jr., said of freedom of speech, it is really valuable not 
to the minority that wants to talk, but to the majority that does 
not want to listen.® In practice, the benefits of the Fourth Estate 
do not come to us directly and visibly, as do the newspaper items 
that offend us, but indirectly. This happens because somehow, 
out of the free-for-all of fact and opinion, there usually emerges 
when needed the corrective fact or argument that holds govern- 
ment in line when it strays from the path of virtue. It is this 
almost automatic corrective quality that has proved, through 
the centuries, to be man’s safest insurance that his rulers will 
not err too greatly. 

If this seems an exaggeration, consider a few examples now 
far enough in the past to be viewed with reasonable objectivity. 
On December 17, 1941, President Roosevelt issued Executive 
Order No. 8982, transforming the Economic Defense Board into 
the Board of Economic Warfare. On April 13, 1942, he defined 
the functions of the BEW in Executive Order No. 9128, which 
he promulgated without showing it to any of the victims of its 
changes •within the government,® No one objected openly when 
the text was read in the government departments and agencies 
affected. Certainly the public, busy with its own worries, ac- 
cepted Order No. 8982 either in complete ignorance or at most 
as one of those myriad new things needed to get on with the 
w^ar. Not so the Fourth Estate. The New York Times' chief 
Washington correspondent and political writer, Arthur Krock, 
wrote in his column; 

After detailed inspection and checking with government officials, 
the deeper effect of this extraordinary document is revealed as sup- 
planting the State Department in the formulation of fundamental 
foreign policy.^® 

The rest of the column went on to explain why and how. In 
subsequent days the wheels of the free-press machinery con- 
tinued to grind, with Krock returning to the charge on April 
30, and with others taking up the cause. In due course, the 
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President, wlio appurently had been nnswRie of tiiis effect of 
the order he had signed, issued a statement on May 21, 1942, 
saying: 

In the making of decisions the board and its officers will con- 
tinue to recognize the primary responsibility and position, under 
the President, of the Secretary of State in the formulation and con- 
duct of our foreign policy and our relations with foreign nationsd^ 

The Fourth Estate had once again served as monitor of the 
government. 

At this point, the reader who is less interested in a free press 
than in the hostility of many newspapers to liberalism is likely 
again to become impatient. I can only remind him once more 
that his turn is coming in the next chapter, and point out here 
that the concept of a Fourth Estate, like all the rest of the 
apparatus of democracy, is predicated less on the assumption 
that man will follow some altruistic ideal than on recognizing 
and making use of the push-and-pull among self-interested 
groups. Therefore, although at that time, at least, Krock had 
earned from many a Roosevelt supporter the title of New Deal 
baiter, he was nevertheless putting into practice the theory of the 
free press. Let us say that he merely took an unholy joy in shy- 
ing rocks at the White House. Even so, his published criticism 
was a perfect example of the Fourth Estate in action, for it was 
his act and not his motive that mattered. Roosevelt’s own 
remedial action as regards the BEW and the State Department 
was an admission that an error had been committed by govern- 
ment. That error was made public by a representative of the 
Fourth Estate; and, at least in part because this brought the 
affair out into the open where all could see it, a change was 
made in the public interest. 

Time and again, in matters high and low, this process takes 
place. Half a year before Pearl Harbor, Secretary Ickes was able 
to keep valuable war supplies from going to a Japan that already 
seemed a probable enemy. As defense oil coordinator, he halted 
a shipment of 252,000 gallons of lubricating oil to Japan on 
the Azuma Maru, which was awaiting its cargo at a Philadelphia 
dock. Why? Because a private firm had brought the proposed 
shipment to his attention. And how did the private firm know 
about it? A newspaper story had revealed it.^® 
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Again, it was not until more than two months after the out- 
break of war that American aircraft manufacturers; were;: gi^^ 
priority ratings on a par with those enjoyed by producers of 
tanks and ships* Donald M. Nelson, chairman of the War Pro- 
duction Board, finally ordered the change. Why? YouVe guessed 
it: “His action followed the publication of a magazine story 
charging that the priority system was obsolete and that its ap- 
plication to airplanes was hampering production.'' 

This is a process that goes on unobtrusively day in and day 
out, in peace as in war. For example, some tirne alter the war 
the United Nations Military Staff Committee, long deadlocked 
bettveen the conflicting desires of the Russians and the rest of 
the world, finally agreed on a report as to the composition of the 
U.N. world police force, but still kept the report secret. All its 
work had been done under wuaps. But after a competent re- 
porter unearthed the report and published the gist of it, the 
Staff Committee finally adopted a policy of letting the public 
in on what it was doing in the public's name.^"^ 

It is not always the free press alone that initiates these correc- 
tions of government. Often an interested official, or a dis- 
gruntled Congressman, or an honest lawyer, or a pressure group, 
or some other fragment of an estate strikes the initial spark, 
with motives ranging from black to white. But without the facil- 
ities of our information system for spreading facts throughout 
the community, it would be extremely difficult, probably im- 
possible, to enforce the correction. This may be seen in the 
famous fight over the Supreme Court bill in 1937. Formal op- 
position came from self-interested political opponents on the 
Senate Judiciary Committee, but it was publication of their 
objections that made the fight a national issue. The question was 
thus debated on a continental scale. Publicity reenforced exist- 
ing political pressures, and Congress, in the end, defeated the 
bill. 

It is not alone the Executive who errs and is called to account 
by an aroused Fourth Estate. Any other authority — govern- 
mental, religious, or lay — may fall foul of the watchful eye of 
the press. Congress is a favorite victim of the Fourth Estate's 
delight in keeping others on the strait and narrow path. Again 
to choose examples from the early impact of war on the nation, 
consider both the congressional pension scheme and the flurry 
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over unlimited gasoline for congressmen in the first confusion 
over rationing. Now, congressional pensions are not evil in 
themselves. In fact, they seem highly desirable. But a weary 
and irritated Congress voted them to itself and to members 
of the executive departments at the turn of the year 1941 to 
1942. This was the time when Bataan followed Pearl Harbor, 
when Malaya, Singapore, Java, and the Philippines were falling, 
one after another. Everywhere the United Nations were re- 
treating. Gradually the awful need for “blood, toil, tears, and 
sweat” came home to the American public. It was this moment 
of national sacrifice that Congress chose to vote itself pensions. 
The House passed the bill without debate or roll call, the Senate 
by 42 to 24. The President protested, but signed it on January 
27, 1942. Then the newspaper campaign that had begun with the 
House’s original vote reached a crescendo. It was too much for 
Congress. By February 19 the Senate reversed itself, 75 to 5. 
The House followed along, 289 to 7. By March 9 the President 
signed the repeal. 

In the same way, when gasoline rationing began along the 
East Coast with the system of A, B, and X cards. Congress held 
itself entitled to X cards. These carried the right to unlimited 
gasoline, and were intended, like the later C cards, for doctors 
and those who had to get about no matter what. The people 
were expected to be content with an A card, then worth three 
gallons a week, or, if more essential to life or defense work, with 
the various B cards. But when the press published what senators 
and congressmen said about being entitled to X cards, the legis- 
lators responded with a flood of irritated oratory. Character- 
istic was Senator La Follette’s assertion that this was part of “a 
deliberate campaign to undermine faith in Congress, which 
might even destroy our representative form of government”; 
and Senator Bankhead’s annoyed suggestion that the Attorney 
General investigate critical newspapers, which he said had been 
guilty of seditious conduct.^® As Raymond Clapper wrote, our 
representatives were “handing out personal abuse to rationing 
officials and . . . denouncing the press for reporting the fact 
that they are chiseling unlimited gasoline cards.” The issue 
finally died down when a new and more workable method of 
rationing was set up. But once again we had seen the Fourth 
Estate in action. 
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By observing the press as it has functioned day in and day 
out, through the years, the decades, and even the centuries, we 
can deduce a corollary of the principle of the Fourth Estate. It 
is this: There must reside in the newspapers — and now too in 
the other media of information — a suspicious curiosity and per- 
petual skepticism about all things. 

The press can never, as we have seen, be wholly free; but, to 
make sure that neither authority nor the public itself carries 
restriction too far, it must maintain the balance of forces by 
constant pressure in the opposite direction. This investigatory 
proclivity may be likened to a coiled spring, ever ready to snap 
into action at the least excuse. Whenever a news event happens, 
as it does a thousand times a day, this force must work as swiftly 
and as blindly as a reflex action of the nerves. 

Such an attitude on the part of newspapers is probably diffi- 
cult for laymen to understand. They see it work harm at times, 
and are troubled. Also they see individual newspapers abuse it 
by prying into private matters that turn out to be none of their 
business. The public remembers the exceptions and abuses, 
which are easier to comprehend than the steady, unspectacular 
force in the press that keeps democracy from atrophying. 

Let us look for a moment at what happens when the press is 
politely unquestioning. At the time of the collapse of France in 
tlie early summer of 1940, a correspondent of the Manchester 
Guardian, who had lived through the debacle, put much of the 
blame for it on absence of a free and critical press: 

The result of it [the rigorous French censorship] was eight months 
of perfect complacency followed by a fearful shock, which was all 
the more demoralizing as the public — and even the troops — ^had 
been completely unprepared for it. The censorship was one of the 
chief causes of France’s collapse; let us not forget it.^’’ 

In the same way, Thomas Mann, distinguished author and 
refugee from Germany, warned America to guard the vigilance 
of its press. An interviewer quoted him as saying: 

It is when fear enters the lives of a nation’s citizens that the 
danger of totalitarianism is upon it. . , . Dictatorship is essentially 
based on terror. The press can be in fear long before any actual 
control is exercised over it, so that its freedom may be surrendered 
in effect even before it is lost in actuality.^® 
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Here, then, we can see what happens when the Fourth Estate 
stops prying into things after scandalized cries from the great 
and the respectable that, in so prying, it is wrecking the nation 
and destroying all things good in the sight of God and man. 

The service rendered by a vigilant Fourth Estate stands out 
when it is placed against a background so vast as the disintegra- 
tion of a nation; but it is harder to appreciate on the smaller 
scale of daily life. One reason may be that the district-attorney 
habit of the press often works blindly. It leaps into action when 
the signal comes. One cannot always tell at the time whether it 
will work for good or ill. Only later — perhaps years later, when 
the historians have thoroughly worked over gTOund long neg- 
lected by the living — can we find out whether in this particular 
event the Fourth Estate’s innate suspicion of man and his actions 
was justified. 

Regrettably, newspapers sometimes so far forget their obliga- 
tion that, instead of prying into dark corners, they cover them 
up by deliberately suppressing news. But the fact remains that 
newspapermen have acquired a tendency to ask, in even the 
most ordinary circumstances, Why? They have learned from 
their fellow men, whom it is their business to observe at first 
hand, that it is necessary to look under the rug for dust, to peep 
behind the brilliant facade for what may or may not lie behind 
— even though official guardians try to keep them out. The up- 
right and the respectable may assure the world that all is w^ell, 
yet it is the business of a somewhat misanthropic press to see for 
itself. Experience on experience has shown that the man who 
stacks the neatest and the biggest woodpile is often likely to 
hide something in it. 

Unfortunately, such a power to investigate, such a tendency 
to pry, is open to abuse. It has led the press into moral cellars 
in which it seemed desirable to hound a President Cleveland 
with publicity on his wedding trip, to steal from a private house 
or office the photograph of someone whom tragedy has sud- 
denly brought into the news. It has twice caused Mrs. Charles 
A. Lindbergh the anguish of living mentally through a second 
kidnaping of a child, only to learn that the supposed kidnapers 
were news photographers under orders to get a picture.^® 

Presumably it was a reaction against such treatment of re- 
spected personages that led the London journalist Albany Eon- 
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blanque to write a century ago: “The mobbing in the streets 
does not seem to us a whit more annoying and unmannerly tlian 
this mobbing in the Press. In both there is the same low, vulgar, 
prying spirit.” 

The Vassar historian Lucy Maynard Salmon has pointed out 
that matters of taste and selection enter here, since what is a 
legitimate power of inquiry into matters of government seems 
less legitimate if applied to ordinary people merely for the 
human interest there may be in their lives. “It is impossible to 
touch pitch without being defiled,” she writes. “The repre- 
sentatives of the press that lower their standards to minister to 
vulgar taste are themselves thereby debased.” 

Objection sustained. The press does at times poke its nose 
into dirt that were better left covered, or into affairs which, 
even though God allows them to happen on this good green 
earth, were better not exposed before a gawking public. The 
result has been a trend in recent years to erect legal barriers 
around the individual’s right to privacy — another limitation on 
the press’s freedom that the public seems ready to sanction. 

And yet — who is to set the standard? Who is to decide where 
the line shall be drawn between what the press should not pub- 
licize and what, in the long-run public interest, it should lay 
open? For example, shortly after Pearl Harbor, troubled friends 
asked me how the press could justify what they called the smear 
campaign of the New York Post against the wartime chairman 
of the Senate Naval Affairs Committee. If you have forgotten 
the details, better let them stay forgotten. Suffice it to say that 
the Post had been radically prowar before Pearl Harbor, and 
the senator had been one of our confirmed isolationists. The 
charges by the Post focused on this point. But they hinged 
more largely on a point of personal conduct by the senator that 
was outrageously libelous to print.®^ Why not, asked my friends, 
concentrate on the question of the senator’s insight or his 
patriotism? Why not let his personal life alone, at least? 

To answer that the personal life of a public figure is ipso facto 
also public — whether we like it or not — did not quiet their 
doubts. It is hard for laymen to understand the meaning of the 
statement that Caesar’s wife must be above suspicion. And in 
this particular episode there was the further fact that the cir- 
cumstances linked both the public and the private aspects of the 
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charges inextricably. It was impossible to make charges in the 
patriotic interest without dragging in the personal matters too. 

So there you are again. How does one distinguish between 
vulgarity and public service? Who is to decide? A board of cen- 
sors? But human experience with censors has not been happy. 
The accused? But the history of jurisprudence has shown that 
the guilty rarely decide against themselves. Or is the point which 
we have reached on balance-the best — that the press itself should 
be free to decide, free to make up its own mind, even at the 
risk of making mistakes? 

In passing, one may offer a suggestion to those who themselves 
become the victims of the newspapers’ habit of prying. The 
best defense is to come clean. If somebody wants your picture, 
let them take it, even though it seems obvious to you that it is 
none of their damned business. If a reporter asks a question, 
answer it frankly. With nothing to conceal, few who respond 
with honesty and fairness rather than with hostility and a desire 
to tell the press where to get off suffer greatly from its nosiness. 
It is with shutting the door that trouble begins, for that makes 
it look as though there were something to hide; and then the 
hounds are on the trail with a vengeance. 

It is best to be broad-minded about this. Human institutions 
are rarely perfect, and newspapers are no exception. The nearest 
we can get to perfection is a balance of forces that works reason- 
ably well. So if you are troubled by the impersonal and almost 
amoral pressure of the Fourth Estate to find out what is going 
on, come hell or high blood pressure, the best thing is to grin 
and bear it. To do so is, in the long run, in your own interest. 
The Fourth Estate, the free press, the prying press — they are all 
one and the same thing — ^is like rain that soaks you to the skin. 
The soaking may annoy you, but without rain you could not 
live. Without a press free to pry, democracy cannot live. 



C H AFTER VI 


THE FOURTH ESTATE IN THE 
TWENTIETH CENTURY 


In the eighteenth century, when America was a nation of 
farmers, the doctrine of the free press fitted neatly into the 
scheme of things. Any good American, having gotten himself a 
wife and a place to live, was likely to start a newspaper. Perhaps, 
indeed, the eighteenth century pamphleteer considered his right 
to self-expression even more important than a wife or a home. 

At the very least, the Revolutionary American could, if he 
did not himself own a newspaper, contribute to existing ones. 
Lawyer, parson, teacher, doctor, merchant, farmer — all who 
had something to say could say it. Sports, comics, columns, 
women’s pages, and feature pages did not clutter the papers, 
so that contributions were welcome. Though circulations were 
small, less than 1,500 for the most part, the practice of reprinting 
from contemporaries made it relatively easy for the literate 
citizen to make himself heard before a state-wide and even a 
nation-wide audience. In this way Alexander Hamilton, James 
Madison, and John Jay put the Federalist papers before the 
whole America of their day by contributing most of them to a 
New York semiweekly, the Independent Journal; or, the Gen- 
eral Advertiser. 

Throughout the nineteenth century the doctrine of the free 
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press continued substantially to suit the country. As recently 
as 1895, one of our great editors, William Allen White, bought 
the Emporia Gazette as a poor young man of twentyrseven. As 
he used to put it, in those days anybody with a shirttail full of 
type and $200 could start a paper. He himself arrived in 
Emporia with $1.25 of his own in his pocket, having borrowed 
all of the $3,000 with which he bought the Gazette?- And as he 
said later: 

. . . when I bought the Gazette ... I could do everything in 
that little one-room office . . . that I asked anyone else to do. I 
could set type, put the paper to press, feed the press, kick the jobber, 
set the meager advertising that was used in those days, keep the 
books, solicit the advertising, take charge of the circulation, deliver 
the paper, solicit subscribers, and run the bank account, such as 
it was.^ 

Already by that time, however, the far different journalistic 
economics of today had cast their shadows before them in the 
big cities, where starting a newspaper had ceased to be a task 
for a man with ambition, and had become one for a man with 
a fortune. The new pattern was dramatized early in this century 
by the late Frank Munsey, a self-made magazine publisher who 
bought his way into the newspaper field, and during a busy 
career took over, merged, or killed seventeen newspapers in five 
cities. Among the New York papers that passed through his 
hands were the Press ^ the Sun^ the Evening Sun^ the Globe and 
Commercial Advertiser^ the Evening Telegram^ and the Herald, 
Of these six only one, the Swn, survives today, and two others 
live on as names in the merged properties of the Herald Tribune 
and the World-Telegram. 

So, too, when some years later (early depression years) the 
Washington Post went into a decline and threatened to dis- 
appear, it was revived not by a bright young editor-publisher, 
but by the wealthy Eugene Meyer, who rescued it with a non- 
journalistic fortune. Again, when soon after its founding in 
1940 it became necessary to save the adless PM from extinction, 
it was not editorial ingenuity, but support from the Marshall 
Field fortune that did the trick. And the dominant Chicago 
T ribune was given brief competition in the morning field only 
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because Field, thanks again to Ms non-journalistic fortune, was 
able to do it. 

The reactions of America’s liberals as they watched our news- 
papers becoming fewer and richer were summed up in that brief 
obituary William Allen White wrote: 

Frank Munsey, the great publisher, is dead. 

Frank Munsey contributed to the journalism of his day the talent 
of a meat packer, the morals of a money changer, and the manners 
of an undertaker. He and his kind have about succeeded in trans- 
forming a once-noble profession into an 8 per cent security. 

May he rest in trust.^ 

As the control of journalism became increasingly the pre- 
rogative of the rich, a profound change took place — something 
came between the newspapers and their readers. Today the 
people still read the papers avidly, to be sure. But they no longer 
feel so much at one with them — a fact dramatized in Mr. Roose- 
velt’s procession of election campaigns, in which a majority of 
the voters were regularly on his side and a majority of publishers 
as regularly on the other. For the most part, the publishers 
insisted that in this ideological split it was the people and not 
the papers that were wrong. Occasionally, however, a doubting 
voice was raised even within their ranks. One arch-Republican 
publisher, James E. Stiles of the Nassau Review-Star on Long 
Island, had this to say in a moment of self-examination: 

Why should the press be afraid of the President or the New Deal, 
if it had the leadership and influence it should have? We have the 
largest constituency of any force in the country. The President 
when he ran for a third term received more than 20,000,000 votes, 
but the press sells more than 40,000,000 copies of the daily papers 
every day in the week and we take for granted that each copy is 
read by an average of four persons. 

If the press, as a source of information and guidance, held the 
respect and confidence of its readers, it would be a more powerful 
force than the President, the Congress, or that entire aggregation 
that we term the New Deal. It would not be a case of the press 
fearing the Nev/ Deal. The New Deal would appreciate and respect 
the power of the press. The fact that we are the ones who have been 
doing the worrying shows that we are not sure of our position and 
certainly not sure of our audience. . * . 
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The press has missed a wonderful opportunity in not embracing 
and clarifying the President’s program, exerting its prestige as a 
positive influence, to steer it unfalteringly along the lines I have 
described. . . . Here is the cause of the ages brought up to date, the 
deathless, unending struggle of the common man for recognition of 
the dignity of the individual. And the press of America has thrown 
it out of the window.^ 

Whether the press has thrown the cause of the common man 
out of the window, or whether the common man has gone chas- 
ing after other gods than those of Anglo-Saxon liberalism — or 
both — is beside the point here. What matters is that the hon- 
ored theory of the free press has come to seem remote from 
reality. It is an anachronism as it wanders through the twentieth 
century dressed in its eighteenth century clothes. The change 
has made it inevitable that the liberals among us, those very 
persons whose prototypes in previous generations fought for 
the freedom of the press, now battle against the press instead. 

Clearly, something about the Fourth Estate is out of whack. 

In liberal and academic circles the legend persists that adver- 
tising is the villain who betrayed the once virgin Fourth Estate. 
The theory is beautiful in its simplicity. In the old days, it holds, 
the press was a modest affair, with little or no advertising. There- 
fore its prime interest was to serve the people. But today the 
press draws the bulk of its huge income from advertising. There- 
fore it listens to its advertisers rather than to its readers. Q.E.D. 

Support for this view comes, moreover, from high places. For 
example, when the New York Star was founded in New York in 
1940 as PM, with the war cry “We Sell No Advertising” — ^since 
abandoned — President Roosevelt took enough interest to re- 
mark; 

As you know, I have been critical at times of a part of the daily 
press. Too often the news of this part of the press has been colored 
because of front ofiSce prejudice or “business” reasons. 

Your proposal to sustain your enterprise simply by merchandising 
information, with the public as your only customer, appeals to me 
as a new and promising formula for freedom of the press.® 
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Support for the thesis that advertising is the root of the 
trouble can also be found within the journalistic ranks. Early 
in the depression years, for example, the magazine The Purchas-^ 
ing Agents changing its name to Pwrc/zasmg as a symbol of the 
reform it was about to undertake, made this ringing declara- 
tion: 

In common with all business journal publishers, we have here-* 
tofore depended on advertising for our major income. Eor the 
most part advertisers are fair in their attitude toward publications 
they support, and that is particularly true of the class of advertisers 
with whom we have dealt. Nevertheless, we assert that no journal 
can be truly independent, critical and untrammeled so long as its 
existence depends primarily on the favor and good will of adver- 
tisers. In every publishing office there arise constant problems of 
whether or not to print facts, comment or opinion which may ad- 
versely affect the interests of advertisers. . . . Our purpose in 
abolishing advertising from the pages of Purchasing is to be free 
from the most remote or subconscious form of influence over edi- 
torial policies.^ 

It is also possible to find examples of advertising pressure. 
Most persons who have had experience in the business, notably 
on newspapers or magazines whose economic foundations are 
shaky, have encountered it occasionally. Not many cases, to be 
sure, are particularly significant in themselves. They are of the 
kind, probably more common a generation ago, in which news- 
papers would ignore accidents that happened in department 
stores, or would discreetly pass over encounters with the law 
by substantial advertising clients or their sons. Sometimes, how- 
ever, the suppressions really matter. You can find examples in 
Upton Sinclair and George Seldes.® Or consider this personal 
letter from an editor, which I present with several blanks, 
changes, and fictitious names out of respect for the laws of 
libel: 

I did not sleep right and my mind was in a constant state of 
turmoil over such damn things as Black’s advertising and whether 
or not Green’s advertising was not being menaced by things I was 
saying. The break came over . . . [an] editorial. ... It was only 
a ten-line swat, but said what I had in mind. The Black manage- 
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ment demanded my head. My publislier put up a fight and then all 
ElacVs advertising was witlidrawn. My publisher called a meeting 
and said he proposed to cut expenses, that is, take out of the staff 
any loss he might suffer because of the Black withdrawal. I said, 
“Here’s my head.” He replied, “Unthinkable,” but he didn’t say it 
quickly enough and I knew that he meant “thinkable.” So, I in- 
sisted and he did it, and by this time has no doubt delivered the old 
coco on a silver platter to Smith and Jones and all the rest of the 
hard-boiled gang, and they are having the laugh of the season, . • . 

The simple fact is that we have permitted Green, Brown, White 
and Black ... to get away with murder, and our own advertising 
has been the real reason. I cannot stomach it. 

In other words, there is such a thing as advertising pressure. 
Yet, the more one studies the subject, the more one becomes con- 
vinced that advertising pressure on editorial integrity is a symp- 
tom rather than a cause of the present economic orientation of 
the press. Regrettably, the whole matter is not so simple that, 
if only advertising were banished from journalism, the press 
would automatically assume the independence characteristic of 
the true Fourth Estate. 

We can best see why by glancing backward over the history 
of newspaper advertising. And the starting point is that adver- 
tising, far from being a twentieth century phenomenon, has 
been an integral part of journalism since the beginning. In 
printed journalism it all began shortly before the end of the 
sixteenth century when Seigneur Michel Eyquem de Mon- 
taigne, philosopher and essayist, suggested that there ought to 
be some means by which sellers could tell buyers what they 
had to offer. If someone had pearls to sell and another wanted 
to buy them, if someone sought a servant and a servant sought 
a job, and so on, the lot of them ought to have some place in 
which they could meet.® 

About this time such a meeting place for buyers and sellers 
appeared in the rudimentary printed newspaper. A German 
newsbook of 1591 contained a poem recommending a book.^® 
It is not known who first discovered that newspaper notices to 
prospective buyers would be paid for by prospective sellers, but 
the newspapers' motive in printing them — namely, to help de- 
fray the cost of editorial matter — is clear; for, since the very 
beginning, printed journalism has been characterized by an 
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economic fact that those who criticize advertising and its im 
fluence on newspapers choose to ignore. Yet this fact — that 
readers have never been willing to pay the cost of the news they 
readj, so that at no time and in no country in the world has cir- 
culation revenue alone paid for making and distributmg a 
nation's newspapers — is basic to an understanding of journalism. 
The deficit has had to be made up somehow, for as the Journal 
des Debats of Paris confessed in 1799, ''II faut bien vivrel' 
Thus journalism is peculiar in that, unlike the other goods 
and services of our economy, which pay their own way, it has 
to a varying extent earned its living through sale of a by- 
product. And a study of what has happened in many countries 
in the last three centuries will show that a healthy volume of 
predominantly honest advertising, such as we have in this 
country now, is a cleaner by-product than the political subsidy 
familiar in the United States more than a century ago and in 
French journalism up to the Second World War, or the outright 
government subsidy of totalitarian states. 

Tracing further the facts of Anglo-Saxon journalism’s eco- 
nomic history, let us note that during the first half of the seven- 
teenth century, about the time of John Milton’s plea for un- 
licensed printing in Areopagitica^ there grew up the practice of 
inserting in the embryo newspapers notices essentially like our 
classified advertisements. Consider this early specimen from the 
Dutch Courante uyt Italian en de Duytschland of July 23, 1633; 

With the last ships from the East Indies have been brought an 
elephant, a tiger, and an Indian stag, which are to be seen at the 
Old Glass house, for the benefit of the poor, where many thousands 
of people visit them.^^ 

Even patent medicine advertising is not a corrupting in- 
fluence peculiar to the press of the machine age, to judge by 
notices like this one, which appeared in Britain’s Mercurius 
Politicus in December, 1660: 

Most Excellent and Approved Dentrifices to scour and the 
Teeth, making them white as Ivory, preserves from the Toothach; 
so that, being constantly used, the parties using it are never troubled 
with the Toothach; it fastens the Teeth, sweetens the Breath, and 
preserves the mouth and gums from Cankers and Imposthumes. 
Made by Robert Turner, Gentleman; and the right are onely to be 
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had at Thomas Rookes, Stationer, at the Holy Lamb at the East end 
of St. Paul's Church, near the School, in sealed papers, at 12d. the 
paperd^ 

By the beginning of the eighteenth century a different kind 
of advertising began to appear. It was not merely a notice that 
something was for sale, or that a new play was on, or that a 
slave had been lost, but a public argument on the merits of a 
product. Joseph Addison noted the trend in Tatler No. 224, 
of September 12-14, 1710: 

A Second Use which this Sort of Writings have been turned to 
of late Years, has been the Management of Controversy, insomuch 
that above half the Advertisements one meets with now-a-Days are 
purely Polemical. The Inventors of Strops for Razors have written 
against one another this Way for several Years, and that with 
great Bitterness; as the whole Argument pro and con in the Case of 
the Morning-Gowns is still carried on in the same mannerd^ 

In America, newspaper advertising ran much the same 
course, though, as with other journalistic matters, developments 
came some years later. Benjamin Franklin advertised in his 
newspapers, along with many other things, a Super Fine Crown 
Soap made by his brothers: 

It cleanses fine Linens, Muslins, Laces, Chinees, Cambricks, etc., 
with Ease and Expedition, which often suffer more from the long 
and hard rubbing of the Washer, through the ill qualities of the 
soap than the wearing.^® 

Paul Revere, too, advertised one of his many talents in this 
fashion in the Boston Gazette for September 5, 1768: 

Whereas many Persons are so unfortunate as to lose their Fore- 
teeth by Accident, and otherways, to their great Detriment, not only 
in Looks, but speaking both in Public and Private: — ^This is to 
inform ail such, that they may have them re-placed with false Ones, 
that looks as well as the Natural, and answers the End of Speaking 
to all Intents, by PAUL REVERE, Goldsmith, near the Plead of 
Dr. Clarke's Wharf, Boston. 

All Persons who have had false Teeth fixt by Mr. John Baker, 
Surgeon-Dentist, and they have got loose (as they will in Time) 
may have them fastened by the above, who learnt the Method of 
fixing them from Mr. Baker.^® 
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It is significant, too, that it was an excess of advertising rather 
than of news that brought about the appearance of the first daily 
in America. This was the Pennsylvania Packet and Daily Adver- 
tiser, which went from triweekly to daily publication on Septem- 
ber 21, 1784. Pages 1 and 4 of the first four-page issue con- 
sisted of solid advertising. Page 3 was about evenly divided be- 
tween news and advertising, and page 2 alone, was devoted to 
editorial matter exclusively.^^ Equally significant, the word 
' ‘Advertiser' ’ appears in the name of many early dailies, which 
were devoted largely to the interests of the mercantile class. 
Thus, the second daily in this country was the South Carolina 
Gazette and General Advertiser, New York’s first was the New 
York Daily Advertiser; and Boston’s, the Polar Star and Daily 
Advertiser, 

In Chapter 18 we shall have occasion to see that Samuel 
Adams, Thomas Paine, and others demonstrated by their propa- 
gandist activities during the Revolution that newspapers could 
serve a cause. Since a cause might be that of a party as well as of 
patriotism, there followed a profound revolution in American 
journalism. Newspapers became political organs rather than 
primitive chroniclers of fact, and in so doing they tapped a new 
source of revenue — subsidies by political parties. This made 
the journalism of the half-century after the Revolution — ^which 
today may appear to the nostalgic citizen to have been the 
glorious heyday of the free press— actually the low point in our 
journalistic history. Whatever venality may today be traceable 
to the corrupting influence of advertisers is as nothing com- 
pared to the bias which in the late eighteenth and early nine- 
teenth century came out of the party coffers. Vituperation and 
vilification, plus a blind disregard for any facts that did not suit 
party purposes, were the order of the day. Let any critic of 
today’s press pick his pet hate among our newspapers and com- 
pare it with any paper of the party-subsidized days. Today’s 
sinner will seem a paragon of honesty and accuracy by com- 
parison. This is a fact established beyond question in the history 
of American journalism, though for some reason it goes un- 
noticed among today’s critics of our newspapers. 

Behind the growth of the party press, chronologically, another 
fact makes it difficult to sustain the theory that advertising cor- 
rupts the press to an important degree. For it was precisely the 



58 FREEDOM OF INFORMATION 

development of modern advertising that freed the press from 
the political purse, and so enabled it to become an independent 
news-gatherer. Here, as in news-gathering itself, James Gordon 
Bennett, who founded the New York Herald in 1835, was a 
pioneer. He and the other publishers of the penny press — that 
is, the large-circulation one- or two-cent papers addressed to the 
masses, as against the previous small-circulation four- or six-cent 
papers serving the mercantile and political classes — revolution- 
ized advertising. Instead of charging $32 a year for unlimited 
advertising space, which merchants were apparently not bright 
enough to take full advantage of, Bennett charged by the square, 
a column-wide unit of space which in the Herald was sixteen 
agate lines deep. Rates were jacked up to meet the unprecedent- 
edly large circulation — Bennett claimed 5,000 after six weeks 
— to 50 cents a day or $30 a year per square. Bennett was also 
Scot enough to insist on a doctrine new to advertising, payment 
right away instead of at the leisured pleasure of the advertiser.^® 

The result was a surprisingly rapid change from the party- 
kept press toward the modern newspaper that enjoys extensive 
news-gathering facilities because of its prosperous advertising 
schedule. We are so used to the modern and vastly improved 
version of the new type of newspaper introduced in the second 
quarter of the last century that we do not realize how pro- 
foundly the vulgar penny press changed journalism for the 
better. Yet it is the almost universal experience of newspaper 
workers today that papers with the heaviest advertising, far from 
being the most corrupt, are the ones most willing to tell adver- 
tisers to keep their noses out of editorial matters. Only those 
newspapers and magazines near the financial precipice can 
afford to give in to advertising pressure. 

British experience, incidentally, duplicates our own; it was 
only after a heavy tax on newspapers and newspaper advertise- 
ments had been removed in 1855 that British papers came out 
from under the party wing and began to report events with a 
semblance of objectivity. 

The situation has a logical basis. Advertising is now placed 
through advertising agencies— that is, through professionals, to 
whose advantage it is to get the most for their client’s money. 
Agencies are interested in selling something in a particular re- 
gion, or to a particular class or mass of customers. Hence they 
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place their advertising in the media most likely to reach the 
group of readers they are after. In terms of newspapers, this 
means that the paper that best pleases its gxoup of readers, who 
in turn show their satisfaction by buying it in large numbers, is 
the best buy for the advertiser. And a newspaper that trims its 
editorial sails to accommodate advertisers, even to a fraction of 
the extent to which the party press trimmed its sails toward its 
political masters, is so much less likely to please an extensive 
group of readers. Only the newspaper that is financially free — 
that stands on its own feet — has the fundamental prerequisite 
for reporting the news accurately and interpreting it honestly. 

In trying to drive home this point, the publisher of the New 
York Times y Arthur Hays Sulzberger, spoke as follows: 

Our income from circulation last year (and all my figures are 
for 1944) was some 17,000,000, or slightly less than one-third of, our 
total. The balance of our revenue, aside from investments, is derived 
from advertising. This advertising revenue, in turn, can be broken 
down roughly as follows: 24 per cent comes from classified adver- 
tising; 46 per cent from national, and 30 per cent from retail. Now, 
the classified income came from approximately one million and a 
quarter individual advertisers or, it would be better to say, that 
number of individual advertisements — since if you are looking for 
a maid in these days it may be necessary to repeat the same adver- 
tisement forever. 

Our national business represents many thousands of separate 
advertisers who have no association but are scattered about the 
country. Only in the retail group, which accounts for less than one- 
third of our business, could you pick out, say, twenty-five merchants 
who might hope by economic pressure to influence the freedom of 
our editorial expression. Well, I admit they might try it, but I 
can tell you very definitely that they have never done so; and I 
would point out further that since these are advertisers who deal 
directly with a mass of consumers, every business instinct must 
suggest to them the avoidance of interference in matters on which 
their customers differ. 

I have gone into this at length, for I should like to knock down 
once and for all the fallacious notion that advertisers are a venal 
influence upon editorial policies and point out, conversely, that it 
isn't the advertising but the lack of advertising of which you should 
be fearful. When advertising revenue is nonexistent or insufficient, 
as was conspicuously the case in France before the war, then watch 

OUtI ,|||: 
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But, if advertising revenue tends to give independence, what 
of circulation revenue? We have already noted that throughout 
history, in all countries, readers have refused to pay in full the 
cost of gathering, editing, printing, and distributing the news 
they read. But they do contribute something. How much? And 
what is the influence of this presumably pure source of revenue 
on editorial policy? 

The figures below indicate how small a part of newspaper 
revenue is derived today from subscribers. These percentages, 
based on the experience of ten California dailies, show the pro- 
portion of income derived from circulation in prewar years; 
the rest of their revenue came from advertising: 


1933 29 . 3 % 

1934 26.4 

1935 27.4 

1936 24.9 

1937 25.7 


1938 28 . 4 % 

1939 29.7 

1940 28.3 

1941 29.4 

1942 33.6 


While these ten papers are in no sense a scientific cross section, 
we may take them as typical of contemporary American news- 
papers. It has for decades been safe to assume that newspapers 
get from a quarter to a third of their income from circulation, 
the rest from advertising. During the war years there was a 
tendency for circulation revenue to rise even higher, a condition 
that has continued during the post-war period. 

The influence of the two sources of newspaper income, adver- 
tising and circulation, on editorial policy has received an inter- 
esting analysis by Sevellon Brown, editor and publisher of 
the Providence Journal and Bulletin. His conclusions, presented 
in numerous speeches and writings, have not, so far as I can find, 
had the attention they deserve from those who are concerned 
with journalism. 

Brown has assessed the relative influence of reader and ad- 
vertiser on editorial policy, in the light of the principle that he 
who pays the piper calls the tune. He argues that the newspaper 
editor serves the reader under the creed of the late Melville 
Stone, “The newspaper is owned by the man who pays two cents 
for it” — though nowadays the price is likely to be three, four, 
or five cents rather than two. The business manager or pub- 
lisher, on the other hand, watches the economic health of the 
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paper, and so keeps an eye on advertising revenue and matters 
of interest to advertisers generally. It follows, says Brown, that 
journalism is a profession within a business. As a business, it 
lives on the sale of a by-product — ^advertising; but advertising 
has value only because of the professional labor of the editorial 
staff, carried on independently and perhaps in the face of adven 
tising;interests.' He goes on: 

This is so complicated a performance that probably many news- 
papermen do not tliorougiily understand it, so that it is not infre- 
quently the case that the editor knows his professional task and 
does it, and the publisher knows his job and does that, but neither 
of them quite understands the other fellow’s performance. Yet the 
relationship is intimate and the independence is absolute. This is 
so true that there is a force almost intuitively felt in newspaper 
organizations compelling a balance between business interest and 
professional performance. 

It is this force — this balance, this dualistic motive — ^rv^hich gives 
the American newspaper its peculiar character. It is this which 
makes of the newspaper a reformer, but a responsible and cautious 
reformer.^i 

From the push and pull of this dualism, argues Sevellon 
Brown, follows an interesting fact — that, as the current of 
public affairs swings from right to left and back again, the news- 
paper tends to swing, as a counterbalance, to the opposite side. 
The newspaper is always off center, first to the right and then 
to the left of the national political trend. 

We today are so painfully familiar with the depression and 
the war that followed, which together covered more than a 
decade and a half, that we tend to forget the fabulous twenties. 
But in those years, as Brown points out, the newspapers tended 
to be left of center. For all their fat revenue, their institutional- 
ization, their peddling of syndicated entertainment, the leaders 
among newspapers, at least, were predominantly on the side of 
the man who owned the paper because he paid two cents for it. 
With Calvin Coolidge in the White House, a policy of doing 
nothing about fundamental domestic and foreign problems was 
the national will. This tended to free the newspapers to move 
politically to the left of government. Their advertising revenue 
was secure and plentiful, and they could afford to remember 
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their heritage o£ the Fourth Estate and to be liberal in com- 
parison to the rest o£ the national community. So, too, forty 
years ago a good part of American journalism, believing its 
economic life to be secure and not threatened by a high public 
debt, resulting high taxes, and a hostile administration, enjoyed 
going along with the first Roosevelt. It brought forth the 
muckraker, and it cartooned the trusts as predatory, potbellied 
monstrosities wearing clothes covered with dollar signs. Yes, 
even Hearst himself, the latter-day symbol of reaction, did that. 

But after those days and after the twenties came the depres- 
sion. For a little while — during the days of fright which the 
newspapers as well as the rest of us had in 1932 and early 1933 — 
the press was on the side of the people, whooping it up for 
Franklin Roosevelt. The conservative New York Sun, as I recall 
it, devoted one day’s entire front page to the dull and legal text 
of one of the early New Deal financial measures — ^so much did 
the President appear as the savior of our economy. 

Once the implications of the New Deal became clear, how- 
ever, the counterbalance of advertising revenue — to follow 
Sevellon Brown’s thesis — swung around and carried a good part 
of the American press over to right of center. For the editors 
as xvell as the publishers became convinced that the New Deal 
was, for all the good it was doing, tearing down the America we 
knew. They tended for the most part to a social outlook that 
was the opposite of the view they had held during the days of 
Theodore Roosevelt and Taft, and during the smug era of 
Coolidge and Hoover. 

Brown’s diagnosis of the relative influence of advertising and 
circulation income offers a healthy corrective to the somewhat 
naive assumptions of our liberals, who tend to date the begin- 
ning of political wisdom from March 4, 1933, because it helps 
to put the effect of advertising on editorial policy into perspec- 
tive. But it does not, I submit, go to the heart of the trouble. 
For, granted that in time of social stability our newspapers have 
tended to be left of center, and that in time of upheaval they 
have tended to be right of center, advertising is not the factor 
that makes them swing to liberalism in order to counterbalance 
a Harding or a Coolidge, and to conservatism in reaction against 
a Franklin Roosevelt. Other far more fundamental facts, I think, 
explain why the twentieth century Fourth Estate is not the 
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consistently independent element of society — free to report and 
to comment on the doings or misdoings of any other estate for 
the benefit of all — that it should be. Let us look at those facts. 

The real devil is nothing more sinister or obscure than the 
effect on newspapers of the profound change that has taken 
place in the whole of America during the last half-century. 
For newspaper properties, just like railroads, automobile com- 
panies, corner groceries, and nearly everything else, have been 
and still are metamorphosing themselves into ever bigger and 
ever fewer units. Journalism was practically a one-man job in 
the eighteenth century, and a highly individualistic and essen- 
tially small enterprise in the nineteenth. In the twentieth cen- 
tury it is just another big business. 

The first thing to note in seeking the facts about this trans- 
formation is the growth, in spite of radio and the depression, of 
the over-all circulation of American newspapers. Here are the 
figures as to total daily circulation of all English-language papers 
in recent decades: 


Year 

Circulation 

Year 

Circulation 

1921 

28 , 423,740 

1934 

36 , 709,010 

1922 

29 , 680,328 

1935 

38 , 155,540 

1923 

31 , 453,683 

1936 

40 , 292,266 

1924 

32 , 999,437 

1937 

41 , 418,730 

1925 

33 , 739,369 

1938 

39 , 571,839 

1926 

36 , 001,803 

1939 

39 , 670,682 

1927 

37 , 966,766 

1940 

41 , 131,611 

1928 

37 , 972,592 

1941 

42 , 080,391 

1929 

39 , 425,615 

1942 

43 , 374,850 

1930 

39 , 589,172 

1943 

44 , 392,829 

1931 

38 , 761,187 

1944 

45 , 954,838 

1932 

36 , 407,679 

1945 

48 , 384,188 

1933 

35 , 175,238 

1946 

50 , 927,505 



1947 

51 , 673,276 


Thus, despite a serious eight-year slump after 1930, total cir- 
culation continues to grow. At first glance this seems to indicate 
more outlets for free expression. A check soon indicates, how- 
ever, that it means only that those newspapers that survive are 
growing still larger and more powerful, because since World 
War I the number of dailies in this country went down steadily, 
at least until 1944. With the post-war inflation there came 
a slight rise to a total of 1,769 by October 1, 1947.^® This 
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was twenty-five more than at the 1944 low point. But it was 
not yet up to 1942’s then-diminishing total of 1,787. More- 
over, although figures are not available, it is almost certain that 
this hopeful but modest increase did not keep pace with the 
growth of population. Nor has there appeared anywhere an 
indication that in the long pull there will be a reversal of the 
twentieth century trend toward a decline in the number of daily 
newspapers. 

American newspapers began to be a social force during the 
two decades from 1770 to 1790, the decades of the Revolution 
and the Constitution. We can see why, by watching their num- 
bers grow through our earlier years, as in the following graphic 
portrayal: 



The explosive increase in the number of newspapers after 
the Revolution show^s unmistakably that the basis of the free- 
press theory, as it had by that time taken shape, w^as sound. 



THE FOURTH ESTATE IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY 65 

It was sound because a rapidly growing number of newspapers 
provided outlets by which the people could with reasonable ease 
and directness air their views on government and other public 
matters. In fact, if one compares the number of post-Revolu- 
tionary newspapers with the population one finds that news- 
papers grew faster than the nation. For example: 





Papers 


Population 


PER Million 

Year 

(millions) 

Newspapers 24 

Population 

1790 

3.9 

92 

23.6 

1800 

5.3 

235 

44.3 

1810 

7.2 

371 

51.5 

1820 

9.6 

512 

53.5 


The significant figures appear in the final column of this 
table, for they show that the proportion of papers to population 
rose continuously through the early years of the United States. 

An identical pattern appears throughout the nineteenth cen- 
tury. Here, however, it is desirable to take a slightly different 
basis of calculation^ — daily newspapers only. The table above 
includes both weeklies and newspapers of more frequent ap- 
peai^ance. The number of weeklies, of course, also continued to 
grow through the nineteenth century, and there are now some 
ten thousand. At some indefinable point in the nineteenth 
century, how^ever, the daily newspaper surpassed the weekly as 
the dominant voice in public affairs. Therefore we can more 
conveniently trace the center of gravity of the free press by con- 
centrating on the dailies alone. Here is the record: 



Population 

Daily 

Dailies 
PER Million 

;Year 

(millions) 

Newspapers 25 

Population 

1820 

9.6 

42 

4.4 

1830 

‘ 12.9 

65 

5.0 

1840 

17.0 

138 

8.0 

1850 

23.0 

254 

11.0 

1860 

31.0 

387 

12.5 

1870 

39.0 

574 

14.7 

1880 

50.0 

971 

19.4 

1890 

63.0 

1,610 26 

25.5 

1900 

76.0 

2,226 26 

29.3 

1910 

92.0 

2,600 26 


1920 

106,0 

2,441 26 

23.0 

1930 

123.0 

2,086 26 

16.9 
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Examination of this table immediately reveals a difference 
from the earlier one. For while the number of dailies continued 
its steady growth through the decade ending in 1910, it there- 
after began a decline, which so far appears to be relentless. Yet 
our population continued its lusty growth. And a comparison 
of the two shows that the proportion of papers to population, 
that significant index of the validity of the historic free-press 
theory, as revealed in the number of dailies per million inhabit- 
ants, began its decline at the turn of the century. Here is the 
final column in the table above, shown graphically: 



T his means that throughout what is virtually the first half 
of the twentieth century there was a reversal of the historic 
trend. The proportion of journalistic outlets to population 
shrank steadily and swiftly, and it is still shrinking. 

We can glimpse something of what this decline means in 
practical terms by noting a few significant facts brought to light 
by the Office of Radio Research at Columbia University for 
the Newspaper Radio Committee in 1941. Take this contrast 
in the number of newspapers per town at the beginning and 
end of the depression decade: 

The totals show that the number of towns and cities enjoying 
daily newspaper service grew; but it tended to be the service 
of a single, newspaper. The number of communities that had 
the luxury of two or more dailies shrank from 294 to 167 during 
the decade, while the nurnber of those in which the free press 
was limited to a single daily grew from, 1,096 to 1,268. 
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1 1930 

1 1940 


No. 

% 

, ' No. : " ; 

% 

Communities with two or more 
daily English-language papers 

294 

21 

:" 167 ". ,'7 

11.6 

Communities with only one 
daily English-language paper 

1,096 

t ■ ■ '■ 

79 

1,268 

88.4 

Totals 

1,390 . 

100 

1,435 



Another study, by Raymond B. Nixon, director of the Divi- 
sion of Journalism at Emory University,^® fills in later details 
in this picture of a shrinking supply of outlets for free expres- 
sion. Professor Nixon points out that while we have more than 
1,700 English-language dailies, if we allow for combinations 
and chains, the present maximum number of separate news- 
paper ownerships does not exceed 1,300. He gives this revealing 
information of the way concentrated ownership makes a bottle- 
neck through which all the views expressed in our press have 
to pass: 


Total number of cities with daily newspapers 1,394 

One-daily cities 1,103 

Other one-owner cities 161 

Cities whose newspapers are partially merged 13 

Total number of cities without competing newspapers 1,277 
Total number of cities with competing newspapers 117 


Professor Nixon’s tabulation shows that ten states (Arizona, 
Delaware, Minnesota, Montana, New Hampshire, North Dakota, 
South Carolina, South Dakota, Virginia, and Wyoming) have 
no competing newspapers. Since his study was published John 
and Anna Roosevelt Boettiger turned a Phoenix shopping news 
they bought into a daily (since sold),®® thus giving Arizona a soli- 
tary example of newspaper competition. Nevertheless the over- 
all condition indicated by the last two lines in the tabulation 
above, showing 117 American cities with daily newspaper com- 
petition while more than ten times as many, or 1,277, have none, 
tells the story of the Fourth Estate in the twentieth century. 

One wonders, indeed, what is happening to the premise on 
which the doctrine of the free press was founded. Standard- 
broadcast radio in the United States is limited to some 2,000 
stations because there is physically room for only that many in 
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the spectrum. It may be that during this first half of the twen- 
tieth century a comparable economic spectrum has come into 
existence, and that there is room in the United States for only 
a fixed or perhaps even a shrinking number of daily newspapers. 

This goes to the roots of democracy, and some of today's edi- 
tors are scratching their heads over it. As Dwight Marvin, editor 
of the Troy Record newspapers, put it a few years ago: 

I can remember . . . when the little city of Troy had seven 
regular newspapers, five of them dailies and two Sundays. . . . 
Today the Record newspapers (one morning and one evening paper 
under single ownership) are the only dailies left and there is a small 
Sunday paper. ... 

What then becomes of the freedom of the press? It represents in 
this city my right — or, if he wishes to exercise it, the publisher's— 
to say my say. If I wish to be decent enough I can let people write 
me letters on the other side; but I don't have to do this. Nobody can 
speak his mind in Troy except on the platform or on my say-so. 
Why? Because I don't want him to? Not at all! That is just what 
we are facing today in the trend toward concentration. If a man 
wants to say anything of which the newspaper doesn't approve he 
must hire a printer, print his broadside, distribute it at his own 
expense, and be considered queer. 

As a matter of fact, because we believe in the freedom of the 
press, we open our columns willingly to the other side. But this 
makes freedom of the press less a constitutional right than a privilege 
we graciously grant to the other fellow.®^ 

There are some thoughts here to which we must return at 
the end of this volume. For the present, let us state that freedom 
of the press seems to mean only the right of fewer than 1,800 
newspaper publishers and their editors to impose their own 
picture of the physical world upon the minds of 145,000,000 
Americans. 

That is why I insist that it is not advertising, but the fact that 
we live in an era of fewer but richer newspapers that makes us 
question the contemporary validity of the free-press theory. 
For if modern journalism tends to speak the language of cor- 
porate business instead of that of the little fellow, it does so 
not because it is corrupt and venal but because it is itself a big 
business, a powerful institution with its interest vested in con- 
servative economics. Its publishers and editors live in the same 
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residential districts as the meri who ran the rest of big business. 
Publishers and editors, like their colleagues in the upper strata 
of our economy, look upon government from the higher income- 
tax brackets. In other words, journalism now tends of its own 
accord to think the same way and feel the same way as business. 
Humbert Wolfe neatly hit off the similar situation in Britain: 

You cannot hope to bribe or twist, 

Thank God, the British journalist; 

But seeing what the man will do 
Unbribed, there’s no occasion to.®^ 

The result is that John Milton’s winds of doctrine, on which 
the theory of the free press is founded, no longer blow at will 
through the press. More than that, the concentration of daily 
journalism into fewer and bigger units has removed the free 
press from the people; for, though the humble citizen can still 
get a letter printed in his newspaper, it is exceedingly difficult 
for him to make himself heard by a national audience. Nor, 
failing that, can he feel sure as did his forefathers that the 
editor, being a neighbor in circumstances similar to his own, 
will speak his thoughts. 

I am indebted to Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Director of the Bureau of 
Applied Social Research at Columbia University, for a simple 
way of visualizing what journalism’s economic transformation 
has done to the theory of the free press. When that theory was 
young one could represent the facts graphically by connecting 
two points with a line, thus: 

Individual o——o Government 

The line between the two, representing relations between 
citizen and government, also represented freedom of the press, 
because for practical purposes the press and the individual were 
identical. In fact, the newspaper was hardly more than an artic- 
ulate individual with access to a printing press. Hence freedom 
of the press was directly and intimately a civil liberty of the 
individual. 
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Today’s mighty engines of jouraalism, however, have changed 
the situation into a triangle like this: 


Individual o: 



o Press 


o Government 


The press, though it still fights its inevitable battle with 
government, and thus serves the citizen better than he realizes, 
has nevertheless grown to be an institution in its own right, and 
so is just as remote from the individual as is government. In- 
stead of identifying himself with it, therefore, the citizen re- 
gards it as a big, powerful, and remote entity, with motives and 
interests that may well be entirely different from his own. The 
contemporary newspaper, he feels, represents him no more 
directly than United States Steel or any other large corporation. 
Thus freedom of the press has become an issue not between the 
individual and government, but between the press and govern- 
ment. As for the individual, he has just as much interest in free- 
dom from the press as he has in freedom of the press. 

This is, I submit, the key to the contemporary citizen’s dis- 
trust of the press, and the reason for the contemporary liberal’s 
frustrated desire somehow to make it behave. And when a de- 
pression comes along, bringing with it a New Deal that says 
for the common man what he wants said, while the erstwhile 
tribune of the people and palladium of their liberties speaks 
against what he sees as his own interest — ^when that happens, 
the citizen is inclined to go along with the government rather 
than with the press. He believes in the free press still, but 
no longer with fire in his eye. 
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MONOPOLY 


Although the concentration of newspapers into fewer and] 
bigger units has altered the foundation on which the free press 
was built, that is not the only change forced upon democracy's ^ 
information system by the twentieth century. For journalism 
now includes other means of mass communication such as radio, 
moving pictures, and television- And these newer instruments 
of journalism have approached closer than the newspapers to 
monopoly. For example: 

We are concerned that the number of daily newspapers has 
shrunk to less than 1,800; but there were only 1,962 radio sta- 
tions in the United States on January 1, 1948. 

FM radio, by its technical provision of room on the air for 
more broadcasters, has raised the number of stations consider- 
ably. So may the still experimental system of pulse-time 
modulation, which makes it possible to broadcast more than 
one program on a given radio channel. Even so, it is doubtful 
whether economic factors will allow more than a handful of 
radio networks. 

Television now offers the possibility of still more information 
outlets to the public. But because of astronomical production 



72 FREEDOM OF INFORMATION 

expenses it too is likely to be limited to a handful of net- 
works. 

Most national and foreign news comes to both newspapers 
and radio from three large press associations. 

In another form, concentration is appearing even among the 
magazines. At least, fear of it led the New Yorker^ early in 1944, 
to refuse to renew its agreement permitting the Reader's Digest 
to reprint New Yorker material. In a note to contributors the 
New Yorker explained that the Digest was no longer a reprint 
magazine. Not only did it now frankly originate a large portion 
of its material, but it also originated much more that it first 
farmed out to other publications, and then presented in its 
own pages as reprint material. Said the New Yorker: 

The effect of this (apart from spreading a lot of money around) 
is that the Digest is beginning to generate a considerable fraction 
of the contents of American magazines. This gives us the creeps, 
as does any centralization of Genius. The fact seems to be that some 
publications are already as good as subsidized by the Digest, 

. . . We object to the Digest's indirect creative function, which 
is a threat to the free flow of ideas and to the independent spirit.^ 

The New Republic followed suit in part. It announced that 
it would ‘*no longer use material which originates in the Digest 
office and is intended for eventual reprint there."' It would, how- 
ever, permit its own original material to be reprinted in the 
Digest^ though it thought the Digest's editorial policy now too 
conservative for that to happen often.^ 

Finally, on top of this extensive concentration within the 
individual media of mass communication, there has arisen a 
tendency toward cross-monopoly between the media. Thus a 
single owner controls not only the magazines TimCj Life, For- 
tune, and Architectural Forum, hut also the moving picture 
''March of Time," and for a time owned an interest in station 
WQXR and the ABC radio network.® Again, by January 30, 
1941 (the last date for which the Federal Communications Com- 
mission has figures), 249 radio stations were more or less closely 
affiliated with newspapers. If, as is likely, the ratio has not 
changed greatly since, about one-quarter of our radio stations 
are now connected with newspapers. 

Thus there is not only a movement toward concentration 
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within each of the mass-’Communications industries that make 
up today's Fourth Estate, but also the beginnings of joint control 
among them; Where does this march toward monopoly leave 
the theory of a free press? 

Fear of monopoly rests on the premise that concentrated con- 
trol of the means of public information corrupts what would 
otherwise be pure information brought to the mental world of 
the citizen. If that premise is sound, then there is grave risk 
that the trend toward concentration will fix a false view of the 
physical wwld in our mental world. 

We are not yet sure, however, that the premise is sound. 
Whether it is or not depends, after all, on facts. Regrettably, we 
do not have the facts. We simply do not know what difference 
diversified ownership as against concentrated ownership makes 
in what people read, hear over the air, and see on the screen. 
There has been no thorough comparison of chain with inde- 
pendent newspapers in their handling of the same controversial 
issues. We have no idea whether listeners to network stations 
are, or are not, more accurately informed than listeners to inde- 
pendent stations. Nor has anyone measured what effect it has on 
a community for a single man or a single corporation to control 
the only newspaper and the only radio station in it. Therefore, 
though many persons loudly voice their opinions on both sides 
of the monopoly argument, they actually don’t know what 
they are talking about. 

The facts remain obscure because they are exceedingly difficult 
to get. The science of content analysis — that is, of finding out 
what is being said in our media of information — is only begin- 
ning to take form. I had occasion to learn, while serving in the 
Office of War Information^ that we are not even sure of what 
methods to use in trying to measure the cascade of news and 
opinion that pours from our newspaper presses, radio trans- 
mitters, and newsreel cameras every day. And only when we 
know how to measure can we begin the exceedingly complex, 
painstaking, and expensive process of comprehending what the 
various parts of democracy's information system tell us. 

Therefore an answer to the question whether or not monop- 
oly of the media of information makes us live in false mental 
worlds cannot be given, no matter how earnestly pleaders for 
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one side or the other assure us that such concentration as exists 
is a scandal, or perfection, or something in between. Neverthe- 
less, we can and should look into what is being said and done 
about it. 

As for the newspapers, one factor remains to be added to the 
analysis in the preceding chapter, of the basic trend toward 
fewer and bigger units; namely, the newspaper chains. For 
though newspaper mergers and consolidations go back as far as 
1735,^ that is, almost to the beginning, chains are relatively new. 
The first newspaper chain in the modern sense was formed for 
political purposes by J. W. Forney, who founded th.e Phila- 
delphia Press in 1857 and the Washington Daily Morning 
Chronicle in 1861, and for nine years thereafter owned them 
both. The first of the modern chains was built by E. W. Scripps, 
from humble beginnings with the Detroit Evening News, 
founded in 1873. After the turn of the century the chain idea 
really took hold, and by 1910 there were 13 known chains con- 
trolling 62 newspapers. This gave an average of not quite 5 
papers per chain. By 1930 there were as many as 55 chains 
controlling 311 papers.® Since then there has been a reduction 
in the number of chains paralleling the reduction in the num- 
ber of newspapers, for the chains recently listed in the Editor 
& Publisher Year Book add up to 46, controlling some 231 
daily papers.® This gives an average of almost 5 papers per 
chain, scarcely more than the 1910 figure. Probably more im- 
portant is the fact that, both in number of papers and in total 
circulation, a few chains have attained a size that is significant 
if monopoly control does alter content. Thus by 1943 there was 
the Hearst chain of 17 papers, most of them fairly large ones; 
the Scripps-Howard chain of 19, some of them smaller, and the 
Frank E. Gannett chain of 19, most of them smaller. These are 
the facts as to chains, in so far as we know them. But it must 
be said again that we have no evidence, one way or another, as 
to whether the readers of any of these chains would be more, or 
less, accurately informed if each of the papers concerned were 
independently owned. 

Another aspect of monopoly in the newspaper business, which 
is perhaps more important than the chains, is the government’s 
antitrust suit against the Associated Press, oldest and largest of 
the wire services that supply newspapers and radio stations with 
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State, national, and foreign news. This suit was decided in favor 
of the government— at least, the most hotly debated point at 
issue — by a special three-judge Federal district court in New 
York. A horrified AP appealed to the Supreme Court, which 
in June, 1945, upheld the lower court, and therefore the govern- 
ment, by a five-to-three decision. Once more the AP tried to 
stave off the inevitable by asking for a rehearing; but on October 
9, 1945, the Supreme Court denied its request, thus exhausting 
the last of the legal recourses available. 

Many AP members are convinced that the suit was brought 
primarily because of President Roosevelt’s hostility to the news; 
paper publishers, and in particular to favor Marshall Field’s 
Chicago Sun, which has since died, as against Robert R. 
McCormick’s vitriolically opposed Chicago Tribune. As Joseph 
M. Patterson, publisher of the New York Daily News and cousin 
of Colonel McCormick, put it; “This suit ... is patently a re- 
venge suit, the object being to wreak revenge on the AP for 
having refused to grant Marshall Field III the [Associated Press] 
franchise which the Administration wanted him to have.’’ ^ In 
support of their belief these AP members point out that it had 
existed in substantially its present form for more than forty years 
before the suit was brought. If it was a monopoly now, why 
wasn’t it before? Why bring suit only after the Chicago Sun’s 
application for an AP franchise was voted down? 

In view of the bad temper that existed between President 
Roosevelt and much of the press, it is not difficult to accept this 
interpretation of the origin of the AP suit. At the same time it 
takes an extreme myopia to see behind it nothing more than a 
presidential pique. For at bottom this was only one more chal- 
lenge by the majority of our people, as represented by the Ad- 
ministration they elected four times, against a concentration of 
private power that had grown so strong as to raise the question 
whether its usefulness to the public outweighed its disadvan- 
tages. If the AP suit had not grown out of the Chicago Sun’s 
application, it would have grown out of something else. It was 
the times, rather than the AP, that had changed. 

In any case, on August 28, 1942, the Department of Justice 
filed a complaint in the Southern District of New York against 
the Associated Press, thirty-five member publishers and papers 
individually. The nub of the matter as far as both the AP and 
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the government were concerned lay in a provision of the AP 
bylaws that gave members a protest right against admission to 
AP membership of rivals in their field — that is, in the same city 
and in the same morning, evening, or Sunday publication 
period. This right had been liberalized slightly several times 
since the present Associated Press was founded, and notably 
when the government’s suit began to threaten; but, even so, no 
rival had ever been elected to membership over a member’s 
protest. 

What gave the charge of monopoly its sting was the fact that 
within the elect circle of AP there is an exclusive exchange of 
news. The member papers pour into the common pool news 
originating in their areas, but withhold it from other newspapers 
and press associations. Thus an AP member newspaper that also 
subscribes to the United Press has to give the news it develops 
in its territory to the AP, but may not give it to the UP. Since 
the AP membership is large and well distributed, and consists in 
good part of strong newspapers, this cozy arrangement has a 
tendency to give the AP news report greater completeness and 
authenticity than that of any rival press association. 

At the same time it is true that the very exclusiveness of the 
AP was largely responsible for the rise of the other major wire 
services, the United Press and the International News Service. 
Here was a point of which the AP and its members made much 
when the suit was brought. How could the AP be a monopoly 
if its very existence had fostered competition? 

It was with a shock that the members heard on October 6, 
1943, that a two-man majority of the court, consisting of Judge 
Learned Hand and his cousin, Augustus N. Hand, had decided 
in a summary judgment that the protest right unlawfully re- 
stricted the admission of members. While upholding the right 
to impose some conditions as to membership, the court stipu- 
lated: 

. . . members in the same “field” as the applicant shall not have 
power to impose, or dispense with, any conditions upon his admis- 
sion, and that the by laws shall affirmatively declare that the effect 
of admission upon the ability of an applicant to compete with 
members in the same “field” shall not be taken into consideration 
in passing upon his application.® 
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The AP membership found what comfort it could in the 
minority opinion of Judge Thomas W. Swan, who held the 
AP’s membership bylaws had no tendency to create a monopoly 
in news-gathering, and had not stifled competition. “Not a 
single instance has been adduced/' he wrote, “where a news- 
paper failed because it lacked AP membership or was not 
started because the intending publisher could not obtain one.” ® 

It was not long before the AP appealed to the Supreme Court, 
as did the Chicago Tribune^ independently.^® Incidentally, 
Colonel McCormick’s capacity to view such matters objectively 
may be gauged from the comment he made the day the govern- 
ment first filed its complaint against the AP. “Marshall Field,” 
he said, “is not a legitimate newspaperman and The Sun is not 
a legitimate newspaper. It is part of an alien and radical con- 
spiracy against our republican form of government.” 

The Justice Department likewise appealed to the Supreme 
Court, apparently feeling that the special district court’s verdict 
was not tough enough.^^ The American Newspaper Publishers 
Association also intervened.^® But the Supreme Court, unim- 
pressed, endorsed the lower court's decision as it had been given. 

The AP now had no alternative but to give in. Accordingly, 
a special meeting amended the bylaws to conform to the court's 
decision, and Marshall Field got his membership for the Chicago 
Sun,'^^ The redoubtable Colonel McCormick, however, refused 
to accept the inevitable. He called a meeting of like-minded 
newspaper publishers, and urged that they seek relief in Con- 
gress from the Supreme Court's decision. Accordingly, the meet- 
ing approved, by 114 to 30, a resolution calling on Congress to 
amend the Federal antitrust laws so that they “shall not be con- 
strued to prohibit any press service company from exercising 
its own discretion in the selection of its customers.” Such a 
proposal, embodied in the Mason bill, was actually introduced 
in the 80th Congress.^® Even so, it is doubtful whether Congress 
will grant so conspicuous a favor. The AP is doing business just 
as successfully after its defeat in court as before. 

In the course of American news-gathering since the AP's 
original predecessor was founded in New York a century ago, 
there has been much to offset the AP membership's hostility to 
newcomers. One commentator said, before the Supreme Court 
decision: “In the folklore of AP banquet speakers and their con- 
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gressional echoes, the organization’s membership-limiting pro- 
visions have been no more than a device for excluding the un- 
worthy and ensuring that admission shall be restricted to the 
finest flower of American journalism. Actually, they are a de- 
vice for protecting individual newspapers against competition 
in their own localities.” As we have seen, the Supreme Court 
accepted this estimate as sound. Yet it is also pertinent that one 
of the weapons used by the AP in its fight to conquer earlier 
rivals was the pioneering for those standards of accuracy, in- 
tegrity, and impartiality in the news that we now take for 
granted. And that fact must be weighed in the balance with the 
Supreme Court’s ruling that a press association that was 
patently not a monopoly was, nevertheless, too monopolistic. 

To a considerable extent the four national networks, the 
American Broadcasting Company, the Columbia Broadcasting 
System, the National Broadcasting Company, and the Mutual 
Broadcasting System, have made American radio what it is. 
Because of the dominant position of these networks, radio pre- 
sents an even clearer picture of concentration than newspapers. 
Hence it is not surprising that here, too, the Justice Department 
moved in with an antitrust suit. On December 31, 1941, it 
charged NBC and CBS with having “been engaged ... in a 
wrongful and unlawful combination and conspiracy ... to 
attempt to monopolize the . . . interstate commerce in radio 
broadcasting” in violation of the Sherman Act.^® These suits 
were dismissed in the fall of 1943, without harm to the net- 
works.‘“ But even before this another, and as it turned out a 
more serious, attack had been made on them by the New Deal’s 
task force in the communications sector — the Federal Com- 
munications Commission. There had been a long series of pre- 
liminary moves that had had their original impetus in Con- 
gress; “ but now the FCC took the ball and on May 2, 1941, 
issued a five-to-two majority report designed to lessen the net- 
works’ dominant position in broadcasting. 

The FCC’s majority had two objectives: first, to make NBC 
get rid of either its Red or its Blue network, both of which it 
had built up from the beginning; and second, to loosen in 
several specific ways the bonds with which the networks bound 
their affiliated stations into broadcasting chains. It has been the 
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custom for networks to own outright only a handful of their 
stations. The others were joined to them by contracts. And 
these contracts, the FCC majority ordered, must henceforth 
leave the individual stations far freer than before. For one 
thing, contracts should run for one year rather than five, as 
most of them did. Then, too, networks should no longer refuse 
to send a program to another station in an area served by an 
affiliate, even though the affiliate rejected it. Nor should the 
stations be bound, in the future, to take the programs of only 
a single network; they should be able to choose between net- 
works. 

These and the related regulations, said James Lawrence Fly, 
then chairman of the FCC, might be called a Magna Charta for 
American broadcasting stations. They would open the way to 
new networks, and in general would foster and strengthen net- 
work broadcasting by stimulating free competition. The FCC 
minority of two, on the other hand, feared that the majority’s 
proposals, instead of resulting in free competition, would create 
anarchy, or a business chaos in which the service to the public 
would suffer 

Both CBS and NBC, which as parent of the Red and Blue 
networks felt particularly hit, at once protested loudly and 
sought an injunction restraining Chairman Fly from swinging 
his ax upon their necks. Mutual, a later and less tightly organ- 
ized arrival on the network scene, for the most part sided with 
the FCC. The attitude of NBC and CBS was reflected by the 
Association of National Advertisers, which protested to the 
Supreme Court that the proposed regulations would inevitably 
result in '‘the destruction of network organizations/’ The 
Supreme Court was not impressed, for on May 10, 1943, it 
upheld the FCC in a five-to-two decision. 

Justice Murphy, in a dissent for the two-man minority con- 
sisting of himself and Justice Roberts, held that the Commis- 
sion was supposed merely to allot the limited supply of broad- 
casting frequencies to individual stations. It had no business 
extending its authority over the business activities of the net- 
works. But the Court’s majority ruled that the FCC had acted 
within the limits of power granted to it by Congress, and 
told the networks that if they did not like what the FCC was 
doing they should apply to Congress, not the Court, for relief. 
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In short, those social and political forces that were resisting the 
concentration of the means of communication won hands down. 
The networks were forced to liberalize their relations with the 
individual stations that made up their chains. Far from being 
destroyed as they had protested in the beginning, they pro- 
ceeded in the very next year, 1944, to make more money than 
they ever had before. And, to this writing, they have continued 
to do the same. 

The FCC victory included splitting the ownership of NBC’s 
Red and Blue networks. For although the commission had said 
it would not force NBC to sell one of its two networks until 
after the war, a purchaser for the Blue appeared late in 1 943 in 
the form of a new company formed for the purpose. And the 
Blue, long known as a money-loser in contrast to the lucrative 
Red when both were controlled by the same ownership, took a 
new lease on life under its separate ownership as the American 
Broadcasting Company, and began to prosper. 

Thus in the radio industry a balance has been struck, for 
the present at least, between the seemingly inevitable pressure 
toward concentration and government resistance to that pres- 
sure. Meanwhile, there have been preliminary maneuvers for a 
similar battle between industry and government over tele- 
vision. Television is now at last peeping around that corner be- 
hind which it has hid ever since the 1920’s. But the FCC, noting 
the interest of both the radio and the motion-picture industry 
in this new means of communication, and scenting another at- 
tempt at excessive concentration of control, has long cast a dis- 
pleased eye upon television’s economic background. When on 
July 1, 1941, by setting certain standards of transmission and 
reception under which television might operate commercially, 
the Commission finally gave it a green light technically, it put 
up a red light economically. It forbade any one person or group 
to own or operate more than three television stations. Presum- 
ably this will not prevent the formation of networks, which 
might be arranged by means of contracts with individual sta- 
tions like those that are the basis of radio networks. It is to be 
hoped, indeed, that such networks will be allowed to grow, since 
for technical reasons television consumes program funds with 
a voraciousness that makes radio and even Hollywood seem 
modest, Television simply will not be able to produce good 



MONOPOLY 


81 


programs unless their fantastic cost can be spread over a large 
number of stations. Here, then, is a powerful force that will 
tend to concentrate control of this industry, too, in relatively 
few hands. 

There remains one other medium of mass communication in 
which the universal pressure toward centralization and con- 
centration has been at work: the moving-picture industry. Mov- 
ing pictures date from the late nineteenth century in technical 
development. Therefore the industry was able to begin with 
a democratic, not to say raffish, gold rush among a multitude of 
individuals, and so for a time duplicated those many outlets for 
expression on which the theory of a free press is predicated. 
Yet here again the dominant survivors of today are few and 
powerful. Of more than a hundred American producers, only 
eight are important: Paramount Pictures, Loew s (MGM), 
Radio-Keith-Orpheum, Warner Brothers, Twentieth Century 
Fox, Columbia Pictures, Universal, and United Artists. Of 
these, the first five are the really powerful ones. They produce 
pictures, distribute them, and own their own theaters. The 
remaining companies produce and distribute but do not exhibit, 
and hence constitute a little three among the big fellows. 

If we may believe a monograph prepared for the Temporary 
National Economic Committee, an antimonopoly offshoot of 
the New Deal element in Congress, mere mention of which has 
a catnip-like effect on almost any industry, the major film com- 
panies use their control of strategic strong points in the industry 
not so much to form a visible monopoly as to achieve the sub- 
stance of one by killing effective competition: 

Competition in the motion picture industry is far different than 
when the industry was composed of a great many small units. At 
the present time there is competition between the large producer-dis- 
tributor-exhibitor units, but it is limited. . . . 

In lieu of competition between the leaders of the industry, there 
is in many respects a very definite cooperation. This is illustrated 
by the Hays organization, the avowed purpose of which is self- 
government of the industry. Through the many divisions and serv- 
ices of this organization, the major producer-distributor-exhibitors 
engage in many common activities, and present a united front 
against any influence which would tend to change the status 
quo. ... 
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The state o£ competition in the industry is epitomized in the utter- 
ance of Spyros Skouras, executive of one of the afiEliated exhibition 
companies and himself owner of a large theater chain. After urging 
an increase of admission prices to a minimum of 50 cents in all 
principal key cities, he added: “For we are no longer fighting each 
other, nor is there any longer such a thing as competition, but a 
question of establishing solidarity or perishing.^® 

There can be little doubt that the going is tough for the inde- 
pendents. The freedom of the dominant companies was, to be 
sure, circumscribed somewhat by a huge antitrust suit begun 
by the Department of Justice on July 20, 1938, against the 
8 big producers, 25 of their affiliates, and 132 officers and direc- 
tors.^’* This suit ended not victoriously, like the FCC’s challenge 
to the radio networks, but inconclusively, in a consent decree 
agreed to by the government and the five large companies but 
not the little three. After the war, prosecution was once more 
resumed,^® and there followed various restrictions. There has 
also been discernible a growth of small independent producing 
units. But the fact is that they are small, and therefore weak. 
Their independence is more apparent than real. The pictures 
they make are still subject to the existing distribution system. 
All in all, the top-dog position of the large companies has not 
changed greatly. 

Since bigness is inherent in our technology, this is hardly to 
be wondered at. One can conclude only that in moving pictures, 
in radio, and in television, control of the instruments that bring 
information and entertainment to America’s millions is destined 
to rest in few hands. Clearly this offers opportunity for the 
small controlling group of predominantly conservative men to 
color the picture of the world presented by the communications 
industries. Yet here we must remember the fact with which -we 
began; namely, that there is as yet little evidence that concen- 
trated control has, in fact, resulted in such coloring. Until we 
have further evidence from scientific analysis of the content of 
the picture of the world presented by our communications 
industries, then, we ought to suspend judgment. 

At the same time we must live with our newspapers, radio, 
moving pictures, and the rest as they are. Even though con- 
centrated ownership may not alter the views presented, this 
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amounts to practicing democracy without that diversification 
of ownership that constitutes the historic backbone of democ- 
racy. Somehow it must be done. And we can best see what is 
involved by inspecting the monopolistic tendency to reach over 
from one communications industry to the next that was men- 
tioned at the beginning of this chapter. It is a tendency most 
spectacularly demonstrated in the existing degree of affiliation 
between newspapers and radio. 

There are, naturally enough, two opposing views of joint 
control of newspapers and radio. Those who fear the march 
toward monopoly accept the premise that if a relatively small 
group holds in its hands a substantial share of the instruments 
through which the public gets its news, then it will color that 
news in its own interest. Like medieval robber barons perched 
in strongholds on the hilltops, the barons of publishing and 
radio dominate the news traffic that passes by. Therefore — ac- 
cording to this view — they will inevitably make us all their 
mental slaves by giving us only the picture of the world they 
want us to have. 

The opposing point of view is that the experience and dis- 
cipline inherited from three centuries of journalism, that is, the 
Fourth Estate’s fumbling but fundamentally valiant battle in 
search of the truth, plus its established position and economic 
stability, combine to make newspapers peculiarly fitted to oper- 
ate the sister service of radio. After all, this argument runs, 
journalism is journalism. What difference does it make whether 
its agent happens to be a rotary press or a broadcasting trans- 
mitter? 

By nature the New Deal accepted the first of these opposing 
views. But since newspapers were protected by the First Amend- 
ment from government molestation, it could not get at them. 
Radio was different. Because room on the air is limited, radio 
cannot be open to all, even in theory. Hence radio had to be 
made subject to government regulation, and exists today under 
the administrative supervision of the Federal Communications 
Commission. And since in prewar days the Commission had a 
five-to-two New Deal majority, it made a handy tool not only 
to get at the suspicious liaison between newspapers and radio, 
but in so doing also to peep into the forbidden preserves of the 
newspapers themselves. And while the FCC acted with an out- 
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wardly punctilious respect for its nonpartisan obligations, many 
newspaper and radio people convinced themselves that the 
Commission, and notably James Lawrence Fly, its chairman 
at that time, were essentially hatchet men sent out by the New 
Deal to get them. The line-up was, in short, much like that in 
the contemporary battle between the Department of Jiistice 
and the Associated Press. 

The question of joint newspaper-radio affiliation had long 
been agitated, but Chairman Fly took as the immediate occa- 
sion for his inquiry the fact that by June 30, 1941, forty-three, 
or nearly half, of ninety-nine applications for FM radio licenses 
before the Commission came from newspaper interests.^® “These 
newspaper applications,” he said, “raise the common question 
of the extent to which and the circumstances in which grants to 
newspapers will serve the public interest.” So it was that on 
March 20, 1941, the FCC directed itself, through its Order No. 
79, to look into the matter. Before long thei'e began a series of 
hearings that stretched from July, 1941, to February, 1942. 
Some 3,500 typed pages of testimony were put into record by 
both sides. 

The burden of the testimony offered by witnesses called by 
the FCC make it clear that the Commission was conducting not 
so much an investigation as a prosecution. It sought to get into 
the record reasons that might justify rulings that would divorce 
newspapers from radio. But the FCC’s case rested not on evi- 
dence that joint ownership did in fact result in twisted news, 
but on showing the extent of affiliation between newspapjers 
and radio, and in then arguing on the assumed premise that 
such overlapping was ipso facto evil. Typical of the host of Com- 
mission witnesses was Morris L. Ernst, New York lawyer and 
associate counsel for the Civil Liberties Union, who began his 
argument by expounding what was essentially the theory of a 
free press as detailed in Chapter IV. As he put it, “We are 
gambling in this country and our society on the thought that 
if there is a market place in thought, truth will win out.” 
But, he said, newspaper-radio affiliation automatically cut 
down the number of items offered in the market place of 
thought: 

I don*t think you can maintain our philosophy of the market place 
of thought, that the truth will win out there, unless you have as 
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decent and as complete a society permits; and the 

best way to prove it is that nobody would favor having all of the 
radio stations owned by the newspapers. . . . So the only dispute 
is at what point should we be frightened, at what point should we 
stop — 300 out of 800, or should we wait until 700, 600? There can 
be honest diJfferences of opinion as to just where is the frightening 
point. I am telling you my prejudices. I am frightened when I see 
one. I am frightened if I think of the motion picture companies 
owning television. I am frightened as to any interlocking of the 
controls because I want the greatest possible variety of prejudices 
in that market place, whether I agree with them or not, and then 
they are going to correctly criticize each other. 

Ernst described the newspapers, radio, and other means of 
communication as pipe lines to human minds. We could not 
maintain the Bill of Rights, he contended, if the number of 
persons who controlled those pipe lines got to be fewer and 
fewer 

Another of the many witnesses who expressed preference for 
separate ownership, though he declined to take sides on the 
question of a flat rule forbidding newspaper ownership of radio 
stations, was Professor Zechariah Chafee, Jr., of Harvard. A 
Commission witness, Professor Chafee nevertheless made an 
observation that must be scored on the newspapers' side. The 
FCC, he said, was not in charge of the national welfare as a 
whole, but in charge of radio only. Not only that, but the Com* 
mission was fighting its battle on the border line between two 
industries, one of which — the newspaper industry — ^was out- 
side its field. “The use of a political power established for one 
purpose in order to produce a result of a different sort," said 
Professor Chafee, “is always risky." 

When the time came for witnesses on the publishers' side to 
speak, they made more of this point. In particular, Arthur Gar- 
field Hays, national director of the Civil Liberties Union, 
forcefully expressed this thesis, thus opposing his fellow apostle 
of civil liberties, Morris Ernst. It surprised many to find a 
veteran battler for the underdog, like Hays, turning up on the 
side of the Bourbons of the press; but he did so because of his 
convictions on the fundamental political issue involved. His 
argument makes required reading for anyone who wonders how 
the historic principles of democracy apply to the society of 
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What I am afraid of is an extension by law, or by any Commis- 
sion, which would lead to a violation of rights, because of a desire 
to bring about more equal opportunities. I feel that, under a demo- 
cratic system, ... so long as we have equal rights under the law, 
most of us can take care of ourselves. . . • 

If everybody is given equal rights, it is up to those who want radio 
stations to run them properly and convince the Commission that 
they are the people who are best qualified to have them. 

Just as soon as you favor one group over the other, under the law, 
whether it is to protect somebody or help somebody, it seems to me 
you are denying the underlying principles of democracy. 

Of course, everybody who starts out with the idea of denying 
these principles does it with good motives. The purpose, unc|ues- 
tionably, is to bring about a desired end. But the theory of democ- 
racy is that, if you let people alone, they will get farther by their 
own efforts, so long as you treat them alike, and that no govern- 
ment can safely lay down methods that will bring about as beneficial 
results as giving people equal rights under the law.^° 

So the arguments went. Innumerable facts, statistical and 
otherwise, subtle theories as to the functions of administrative 
agencies as distinct from legislative bodies, journalistic history, 
radio history, all were put into the record. Many distinguished 
persons testified. At length, on February 6, 1942, Chairman Fly 
recessed the hearing sine die. 

The fundamental fact that emerged from the hearing was 
that there was no concrete evidence of bias stemming from 
newspaper control of radio. FCC investigators had been sent out 
on a nation-wide hunt to get the goods on newspaper-owned 
radio. They searched the stations of the country through and 
through with fervor and diligence, but still they could find no 
example of monopoly-colored news caused by joint nexvspaper- 
radio control. They did bring into the hearings, to be sure, a 
suspicious situation in Charleston, South Carolina. Here radio 
station WCSC had complained about its local competitor, 
WTMA, which was owned by the two newspapers in town. And 
the newspapers had, for a time, published the program listings 
of their own station but not those of the rival — an old habit of 
the years when the press fought radio that still persists 
in some areas, hardly reinforcing the newspapers' protestations 
of purity and objectivity. Even so, the most strenuous efforts 
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of the FCC produced nothing in the way of evidence of bias in 
the general dissemination of news and opinion. One witness for 
the complaining station (State Senator Cotesworth P. Means) 
probably put his finger on the truth of the whole matter when 
under cross-examination he said that the monopoly dangers 
complained of were feared for the future rather than evident 
in what had happened to date.®^ 

A comparison of what actually goes out over the air from 
newspaper as against non-newspaper stations can be found in a 
study made by the Office of Radio Research, affiliated with 
Columbia University, at the request of the publishers’ News- 
paper-Radio Committee. This study compares news and educa- 
tional programs as broadcast by newspaper and non-newspaper 
stations, and also the political allegiance of newspapers with 
radio affiliations and without any. It is based on the output of 
fifty newspaper-owned stations, fifty non-newspaper stations, 
and fifty newspapers without radio connection, all matched as 
closely as possible. The assumption was that any differences that 
appeared might be due to the newspaper-radio connection or 
lack of it.®^ 

This study revealed that in towns with only one paper and 
only one station, where each was independent of the other, the 
papers tended to discriminate against the stations by not print- 
ing a log of all their programs-^the vicious and shortsighted 
policy on the part of publishers noted in Charleston. But so 
far as the quality and quantity of news and social service pro- 
grams was concerned, and also the time of day at which they 
were broadcast, there were only negligible differences. All in all, 
this study, one of the tiny bits of factual light on this much 
agitated question, proved little. It did hint, however, at what 
anyone familiar with journalism and radio would suspect in 
the first place: that individual newspapers and individual radio 
stations are pretty much what circumstances and their owners 
make them, and that affiliation between the two makes little 
difference one way or another. 

As time w^ent on word began to get around that the Com- 
mission found itself without much of a case for that enforced 
separation of newspapers and radio which, in spite of Chairman 
Fly’s disclaimers at the time the hearings had begun, the news- 
papers insisted had been the purpose of the whole rumpus. 
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Besides, by 1943 elements in Congress opposed to the New Deal 
were talking of clipping the financial wings of the Commission, 
and observers began to wonder whether he would find it ex- 
pedient to make a move as controversial as divorcing press and 
radio. Then, one day late in 1943, FCC Commissioner Tunis 
Augustus Macdonough Craven, a retired Navy communications 
officer, appeared before the Senate Interstate Commerce Com- 
mittee. He predicted that his colleagues would soon issue an 
order forbidding, joint ownership of. newspapers and radio 
stations.®® 

The full story of what happened next has not yet been told. 
There is some evidence that a five-to-two or six-to-one majority 
of the Commission was on the point of coming out with a stiff 
anti-newspaper regulation. Apparently, however. Craven ap- 
peared at the Commission’s private sessions with a hard-hitting 
minority report which he was prepared to release simultane- 
ously, and which therefore threatened to add fuel to the flames 
that hostile congressmen had already built under the FCC. 

Meanwhile, the temperature of the opposition in Congress 
was rising, and in addition the uncertainties of the campaign 
year of 1944 were at hand. Chairman Fly finally went to the 
White House to consult the President, to whose inspiration 
the whole attempt to divorce newspapers and radio is com- 
monly credited.®* Thereafter the whole three-year crusade was 
suddenly abandoned. On January 13, 1944, the Commission 
closed the record and dismissed the proceedings. Chairman Fly 
and the other six Commissioners Joined unanimously in saying: 

The Commission has concluded, in the light of the record in this 
proceeding and of tlie grave legal and policy questions involved, 
not to adopt any general rule with respect to newspaper ownership 
of radio stations.®® 

So far as the FCC investigation is concerned, then, the battle 
was won by the publishers. It was won, if you will, by the forces 
of monopoly. Or, should your predilections run that way, it was 
won by the forces of equal rights under law, on behalf of a 
group that, if it abused its obligations in operating radio sta- 
tions, could be penalized just like anyone else. 

In Chapter XIX we shall have to return to the issue of what 
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to do about monopoly in democraq^’s information system. For 
while the FCC’s most zealous efforts failed to get the goods on 
the newspapers so far as performance is concerned, the fact 
remains that joint newspaper-radio ownership does exist, and 
will probably grow through newspaper acquisition of FM 
licenses if in no other way. So, too, technical and economic pres- 
sures promise to concentrate radio, moving pictures, television, 
and the newspapers themselves still further. Already they are 
held in fewer hands than were dreamed of when the free-press 
theory was born. 



CHAP T E R V I I I 


ENTER THE PLANNERS 


Because the relentless trend toward concentration of power 
examined in the two previous chapters is changing not only 
the newspaper, radio, and other communications industries but 
our entire economy, we cannot make an intelligent decision as 
to the place of the Fourth Estate in twentieth century society 
without first orienting ourselves among the stresses and strains of 
contemporary democracy as a whole. Democracy's information 
system is, to be sure, its brain, and without a democratic in- 
formation system we cannot have democracy. But unless we un- 
derstand the disease that attacks the whole, we cannot diagnose 
the difficulty that afflicts our information system. 

While the issue is infinitely complex, it takes no great insight 
to see that the great issue of the twentieth century is to deter- 
mine the extent to which government shall dominate the con- 
centrations of private wealth and power. For this generation's 
political reformers seek to fight the concentration of power in 
private hands with a bigger and better concentration of power 
— namely, government. Thus the liberal of today is the antith- 
esis of the original liberal, whose aim was to free man as far 
as possible from government. 

Whatever we may think of this tendency we can agree, I think, 
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that the reason for it was neatly summed up by a student of 
journalism during the late depression years. Asked whether 
liberty or security seemed more valuable to him, he replied 
unhesitatingly in favor of seeurity. ''It doesn’t make so much 
difference what comes out of the mouth by way of free speech,” 
he explained, “as long as something goes into it by way of 
food.” Here is summed up the contemporary generation’s dis- 
trust of the attempt to operate today’s economy under the 
classic rules of liberty. For however admirable liberty and 
democracy are— and in our time many have rediscovered the 
deep fires of meaning that burn within them from Hitler, Mus- 
solini, the Japanese, and totalitarian Russia— somehow they 
seem remote if food and shelter are not forthcoming under them. 

This dominant political issue of our century is so surcharged 
with emotion, so overlaid with the different meanings each of 
us reads into words, like Communist and Fascist, liberal and 
conservative, radical and reactionary, that it is exceedingly diffi- 
cult to penetrate to the core of the issue and to weigh the bene- 
fits of the new service state while yet being sensitive to its 
sinister possibilities. Yet only if we make the effort, only if the 
man who voted for Hoover, Landon, Willkie, and Dewey can 
find at least a temporary meeting ground with the man who 
voted for Roosevelt, Roosevelt, Roosevelt and Roosevelt, can 
we achieve a solid premise on which to hang our decision as to 
where the Fourth Estate belongs in the twentieth century eco- 
nomic democracy. It is an issue that cut across 1948’s four- 
cornered presidential race of Dewey, Truman, Wallace, and 
Thurmond of the Dixiecrats. And though we have difficulty 
seeing it through the overhanging war clouds, it is inherent in 
at least some of our differences with Soviet Russia. 

We can, I think, find this neutral meeting ground if we 
abandon for the moment our contemporary political labels and 
seek the basic reasons why there should be a tendency toward 
centralization in countries as diverse as Britain and Russia, the 
United States and Holland. And we shall find, I think, that at 
bottom this universal pressure toward centralization arises from 
two principal causes: first, a rapid and vast increase in the 
world’s population; and second, the changing technics of our 
civilization. 



92 FREEDOM OF INFORMATION 

Though we hear much more of this latter, we must not over- 
look the first. In the early years of this century the German 
economist Werner Sombart stressed the phenomenal growth in 
numbers, at least in Europe. More recently the Spanish philos- 
opher and essayist, Jose Ortega y Gasset, pointed to Sombart s 
figures as the source of what he deplored as “the revolt of the 
masses.” The increase in population is, says Mr. Ortega y Gasset, 
a “very simple” but overwhelmingly important fact: 

. . . from the time European history begins in the sixth century 
up to the year 1800 — that is, through the course of twelve centuries 
— Europe does not succeed in reaching a total population greater 
than 180 million inhabitants. Now, from 1800 to 1914 — little more 
than a century — the population of Europe mounts from 180 to 460 
miilionsi ^ 

So, too, the United States mushroomed from hardly more than 
five million in 1800 to 145 million in 1948. Even as late 
as 1920 we numbered only 105 million, a fact that helps explain 
why it is only recently that we have felt the social and political 
repercussions of our tremendous growth. For it is inevitable that 
jamming so many human beings into the space formerly oc- 
cupied by so few was bound to cause some annoying elbow- 
rubbing. 

To this must be added the other factor mentioned, the chang- 
ing technics by which we live. We have been told over and 
over again, especially since World War I, that countless new 
inventions, plus the pressures of mass industrialization, have 
made the physical world infinitely complex and tightly inter- 
related. In fact, it does seem obvious that the change from the 
buggy and its horse, locally raised and locally fed, to an auto- 
mobile mass-produced from raw materials from all over the 
world, typifies a universal economic change that necessitates 
a political change to match it. Not only that, but there is an- 
other product of today's technics that the mass of people all 
over the world seem to sense, even if they understand neither 
the reasons for it nor the political consequences that flow from 
it. This new and startling factor was once succinctly summed 
up by Donald M. Nelson, a recruit from Big Business to the 
wartime New Deal, in these words: 
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For the first time in the history of the human race there can be 
enough of everything to go round. Poverty is not inevitable any 
more. The sum total of the world’s greatest possible output of 
goods, divided by the sum total of the world's inhabitants, no 
longer means a little less than enough for everybody. It means more 
than enough.^ 

Slowly the tremendous significance of this fact is becoming 
understood. Repeated public opinion polls, indeed, show that 
the general public is far ahead of industrial and business man- 
agement in appreciating its significance. There are, of course, 
many industrial leaders who see that we cannot do the work of 
today with the shibboleths of the past; but they are clearly a 
minority. Such a one is Dr. Charles F. Kettering, inventor of the 
automobile self-starter and former vice president of the General 
Motors Corporation. In an address before the American Asso- 
ciation for the Advancement of Science he put his finger on a 
specific aspect of the situation. *'We have the scientific knowl- 
edge,’’ he said, to provide an adequate diet for every one of 
the 2,000,000,000 inhabitants of the globe if the information 
were properly applied.” The reason three-fourths of the world’s 
people lack so elementary a thing as enough proper food, said 
Dr. Kettering, is the familiar lag of social and political thinking 
behind science: 

The false barriers erected by man himself are responsible. The 
antiquated social systems, ignorance, stupidity, and fear prevent a 
large percentage of the peoples of the world from enjoying even the 
most fundamental of the benefits of science.® 

The results are curious, not only among starving and disease- 
ridden peoples in remote corners of the earth, but right here 
in the most advanced and most powerful nation in all history. 
From 1940 to 1945 we showed that, despite the war’s extraordi- 
nary demands upon us, we could maintain our supremacy over 
man’s historic enemies — famine, disaster, and pestilence. Some 
eleven million of our most productive citizens were a dead loss 
to our productive system because of their service in the Army 
or Navy, and nearly half our remaining workers were turning 
out not consumption goods but engines of destruction. Never- 
theless we fed, housed, clothed, and kept healthy not only the 
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entire United States but a good part of the rest of the world as 
well. Our military and naval engineers built fully grown sea- 
ports on the hostile beaches of Normandy, carved airports out of 
mountains or jungles, built highways and rebuilt cities, with 
never a delay. No one said, “You can’t do that,” or “It’s uncon- 
stitutional.” Instead, the whole nation seemed to adopt for its 
own the motto of the Navy Seabees: “Can do.” 

With such an amazing spectacle a part of our history, this 
nation is not going to be quite what it was before. Despite the 
confusions of post-war adjustment, we have a new concept of 
what we can do. Peace does not have the urgency of war, nor 
does it summon up so much energy so swiftly. We may be baffled 
for the moment over inflation or housing. But in the long 
run if we need houses or economic brakes, if w^e want to clear 
slums or build new TV As, we shall be disposed to have them. 
We are not going to let another great depression come without 
acting at once, no matter what party happens to be in office. 
If a skeleton working force in wartime can carry much of the 
weight of the world on its shoulders, an entire nation is not 
going to stand by while farms are idle, factory chimneys are cold 
and lifeless, and millions of our people lack food, health, and a 
place to live. We are going to do something about it. 

This determination took root long before the war. All that 
this century’s two world wars have done, indeed, is to reenforce 
the conviction that it is silly to tolerate poverty when we have 
shown we can have plenty. The people of this and other coun- 
tries have long felt this in their bones. And this feeling is, I 
submit, the primary source of the epochal surge that has forced 
governments everywhere to manifest, in varying degree and in 
varying manner as determined by national traditions, the same 
underlying tendency toward a service state. 

It was inevitable that there should be trouble when this new 
force collided with our political traditions, for historically the 
American has been pretty much what Maxwell Anderson pic- 
tured him to be in Knickerbocker Holiday: 

He hates and eternally despises 
The policeman on his beat, the judge at his assizes, 

The sheriff with his warrants and the bureaucratic crew 
For the sole and simple reason that they tell him what to do. 
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And:" again:' 

He hates both the guts and the faces 
Of the people who can order him and put him through his paces. 
The assessor with his taxes or the colonel at review 
Or any fool official who can tell him what to do. 

And he won’t go to heaven and he won’t go to hell. 

And he will not buy and he will not sell 
According to the precepts of a governmental plan — 

And that’s an American! 

To be sure, '‘planning, the catchword of the new order, is 
an attractive word. Is it not foolish to try to get anything done 
without planning it in advance? Under contemporary condi- 
tions classic liberalism may give freedom of action to our indus- 
trialists; but it has also given us alternate periods of boom and 
bust. Laissez faire produced too much cotton at prices that were 
too high, too few cheap shoes and shirts, seven million new 
radio sets in a year when only two million had the money to 
buy them, and so on all up and down the line. Is it not smarter, 
then, to plan things in advance in orderly fashion? What could 
be more sensible than matching production to fit consumption? 
Would it not be still better, indeed, to plan increased consump- 
tion? After all, we have long since been forced to give up the 
unplanned method of the gold standard, yet we have survived 
under a currency at least partly managed. Why not a com- 
pletely managed economy, designed in advance to desirable 
specifications? 

The difficulty is that planning and bureaucracy are Siamese 
twins — as depression and war have amply demonstrated. 
Government cannot set foot over the line between historic 
liberalism and planning without calling in a host of admin- 
istrators, directors, and managers, plus their innumerable 
underlings, to execute its plan. Thus, when laissez faire is 
hurried out at the door, bureacracy flies in at the window. The 
governmental plan to which Maxwell Anderson's historic Amer- 
ican objects brings with it the bureaucratic crew he likes no 
better. Moreover, most of us are convinced that political 
liberty and economic liberty are mutually exclusive. Perhaps 
it will turn out that they need not be. But most of us want to 
be shown. 
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To be sure, the milder prophets of collectivism assure us 
that the two are not incompatible, that our liberties are divisible 
into two classes. Thus, as John Chamberlain once put it in an 
analysis of President Roosevelt’s nine young men on the Su- 
preme Court, “The ‘left’ in modern parlance means giving a 
green light to big government in economic matters while at the 
same time it signifies putting up a contrary stop sign when 
government tries to say verhoten in matters of the civil 
liberty.’’ * 

It may be that Supreme Court justices, concerned with the 
finer points of law, can make this nice distinction. In the rough- 
and-tumble of political action, however, it has thus far not 
worked out. Big government, given the green light in economic 
matters, tends to ride blindly over the individual’s right to go 
his own way. In this country such big government as we have 
had still allows the citizen to shout bloody murder at what it is 
doing; but it tells him where to get off, just the same. 

Thus we have begun to see that the political struggle of the 
second half of the twentieth century will not be the epic battle 
between Communism and Fascism that was anticipated before 
the Second World War, but a battle to integrate democracy and 
collectivism. We are faced with the problem of preserving the 
values of freedom from the drift toward centralization. No one 
yet knows whether political liberty can survive when govern- 
ment is given vast economic power over the individual. No one 
yet knows whether we can deliver the economic benefits prom- 
ised to the mass of men by Soviet Russia without substituting 
for our basic concept that the state is made for man the Russian 
premise that man is made for the state. We have yet to make 
certain, in other words, whether “the ultimate sanction of 
planned economy is the hangman.” ' The example of Soviet 
Russia seems to indicate that planning is impossible without 
the hangman to force the citizenry to accept the plan. But we 
must not forget that Soviet Russia is Russian as well as Soviet, 
and that the hangman and the political police were indigenous 
to Russia long before Lenin and Stalin. It may be that in 
America the ultimate sanction of a planned society would be 
nothing more sinister than the familiar figure of the corner 
cop. 

There are in motion in the world today profound changes 
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of which we in this country— living in what is virtually a pre- 
war island in a postwar world — are only dimly aware. The 
destruction of Europe obliterated more than its cities. National 
gold and dollar reserves, individual savings, and political tradi- 
tion disappeared in the dust. Because there was hardly any ac- 
cumulation of private capital left in those countries, they could 
not avoid adopting programs of nationalization that remain 
anathema to us. Over the entire Continent it is the same. Even 
Britain’s Tories have accepted some of the Labor Party’s na- 
tionalization program. But it is important to realize that, for 
all the abruptness of Europe’s postwar lurch to the left, the 
war was little more than a catalyzing agent. It merely gave 
Europe a push in a direction in which all of us are moving any- 
way. 

If this is correct, it is futile to argue whether centraliza- 
tion is desirable. We are going to have some of it whether we like 
it or not. Our technology drives us irresistibly toward produc- 
tion on a huge scale, and the resulting centralization of eco- 
nomic power in private hands inevitably calls up a correspond- 
ing centralization of governmental power. This means that the 
battle of the remaining half of the twentieth century is not going 
to be between the right and the left as we still conceive of them 
— that is, between those who would force us into centralization 
and those who would prevent it. Because we are going to 
centralize to some extent anyway, the real fight is as to how, 
not whether, we are going to do it. 

At bottom, it comes down to a struggle between those who 
believe in civil liberties and those who do not. Russia is the 
archetype of those who do not. Britain and the United States 
are the protagonists of those who do. No matter what happens, 
we are going to keep free elections, independent courts, and the 
basic rights of the individual. The individual may have to 
fill out ever more paper forms, and he will surely never go back 
to the good old days when taxes were only a minor irritant; 
but his vote, and above all his mind, will remain free. The 
free American is not going to endorse excessive government; 
he will hold back. It is instinctive with him, and properly so, 
to resist the trend to centralization, to ask questions, to insist 
that it be house-broken in the ways of democracy. But the 
American citizen is not going to let his country repeat the 
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history of the dinosaurs, whose wits were not adequate to coping 
with a changing environment. 

All this poses a question. If there is going to be more cen- 
tralization, if the planners and the managers and the bureaucrats 
are to be with us — is there not a risk that they will want to cen- 
tralize and plan and manage our news too? 



CHAPTER IX 


MANAGED NEWS 


Nowhere are the planners and managers who seem destined to 
be an integral part of our society more out of place than in the 
Fourth Estate. For the earmark of the Fourth Estate is, as we 
have seen, its independence from the rest of society, notably 
government. 

Those of us who during the war served in the Office of War 
Information and other war agencies became familiar with the 
reasons for news-managing — because war is by nature totali- 
tarian. The OWI under Elmer Davis, its wartime head, was 
oriented toward as full and as free publication of the facts as 
military necessity permitted. A vindictively partisan press tried 
to make out otherwise, but such was Davis’s purpose. 

Even so, those in the OWI whose job it was to channel news 
(that had its source in the war or in government) to press and 
radio felt constantly that we were in a war for national survival. 
The supreme necessity then seemed to be not so much to publish 
the facts regardless of their import, but to judge them constantly 
in reference to the supreme necessity of winning the war. Would 
this fact, if published, help or hinder the prosecution of the 
war? That was the question. Was the news of the early Pacific 
fighting so frighteningly gloomy that it would dishearten the 
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people if published in toto} Could the people take it? Should 
not the facts be toned down before publication? Or was the pub- 
lic not too complacent? Perhaps stressing the black side of the 
picture could shock it into realizing how serious a business the 
war was. Always there was this compulsion to further the ulti- 
mate aim of winning the war, rather than to publish the facts 
— good, bad, or indifferent — come what might. 

Similar influences were at play in wartime Britain. The in- 
evitable consequences inspired the British wit who uses the 
pseudonym Sagittarius to compose a barbed parody of Rudyard 
Kipling’s “L’Envoi,” of which this is a sample: 

When the last newspaper is printed and the ink is faded and dried. 
And the oldest critic is muzzled and the youngest croaker has died. 
We shall pass to a tranquil era of government by decree. 

When every voice shall be silenced but the voice of the B.B.C. 

We shall hearken to Government sookesmen, we shall listen to 
Government news; 

And no one will doubt or question, and none shall express their 
views. . . .1 

Even though war exaggerates it, government news is not ex- 
clusively a wartime phenomenon. One can pick any convenient 
day as the one on which the first government news-manager 
clambered over the fence that marked the hitherto inviolate 
boundaries of the Fourth Estate. Perhaps as good as any is 
the cold, rainy, winter day in 1902 described by the Washington 
correspondent Delbert Clark, the day on which President 
Theodore Roosevelt took pity on the newspapermen hanging 
around the White House gate in the hope of picking up news 
from visitors to the inner sanctum, and directed that a room be 
set aside for them in the Executive Offices.^ Or it may have been 
the day in April, 1917, when President Wilson issued an exec- 
utive order setting up the Committee on Public Information, 
that First World War combination of the Second World War’s 
Office of Censorship and the Office of War Information. 

Whatever the exact day on which government first began to 
take an official hand in controlling the news it created, it was 
the success of private business in managing news that gave gov- 
ernment the idea. For business found in the hiring of publicity 
men the answer to its discovery that it had grown too vast, too 
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complex, for the general-assignment reporter to grasp the sig- 
nificance of the news about itself in the few hours or minutes 
before deadline. Besides, the news about business that resulted 
from catch-as-catch-can reporting was not always fortunate. Why 
not take steps to see that the press appreciated business’s point 
of view? Why not, indeed? And when business hired former 
reporters as publicity men, private news management was born. 

If business was so big it had to be explained and interpreted, 
government was bigger. So, with the best intentions in the 
world, the government hired publicity men also. President 
Hoover began it on a large scale; ® but his efforts were modest 
in comparison with those of the New Deal when, meeting the 
depression’s demand for planners and managers all along the 
government front, it set the stage for big-time news manage- 
ment. Clark thus sums up the inevitable result: 

When President Roosevelt assigned his secretai 7 , Stephen T. 
Early, to organize press services in the various departments and 
important non-Cabinet agencies, the avowed purpose was to provide 
full and accurate publicity for all the government’s activities, with- 
out propaganda in the invidious sense, and without suppression. 
'‘Do your job just as if you were working for a newspaper,” Early 
told the press agents. 

Obviously no such high-minded ideal could last for long. ... To 
each administrative official truth is what he believes; and what he 
does not believe, does not approve of, or would prefer to forget, is 
not generally considered fit material for the press.^ 

It is not easy to find out how many of the publicity tribe 
there are in our peacetime government today. At the height 
of the war there were in Britain, according to one observer, 
“more people to ‘help* journalists than there are members of 
the National Union of Journalists.** ® So far, at least, we have 
not reached that point. Some time ago the Bureau of the 
Budget, in a report to the House Committee on Appropriations 
for the fiscal year ending June 30, 1941, put the total publicity 
cost for that year at |27,769,940. One hundred and fifty-three 
agencies of the Executive Department had services of informa- 
tion, education, and contact with the public.^ 

Not all the results were beneficial. Senator Millard F. Tydings 
of Maryland, chairman of a special committee on economy and 
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efficiency in government, complained of the government’s “daily 
deluge” of news releases. “A careful reading of these releases,” 
he said, “clearly shows that here is one of the most wasteful 
activities of the federal bureaucracy.” For example: 

The Office of Emergency Management put out an article entitled 
“How to Spend the Week-End Without a Car.” This opus was 
divided into five parts. Part 1 pointed out that a citizen could work 
in his garden, where he could “dig for fun, for health, for good 
living, for economy, and for patriotism.” Part 2 advised the organ- 
ization of discussion groups in each community. Part 3 advised 
hiking, bicycle riding, and the use of street cars in place of auto- 
mobile riding. Part 4 dealt with the playing of games, and Part 5 
advised former auto drivers to take up a hobby such as “stamps, 
coins, and autographs.” 

Consider that valuable office space, many government employees, 
much office machinery and much money is in this critical hour of 
the world’s history being devoted to such foolish propositions as 
the one mentioned.^ 

The Senator’s remarks, it must be noted, were presented to 
a somewhat unimpressed public through a publicity release of 
the very type to which he was objecting. 

Mere government publicity, even if wasteful, is not neces- 
sarily hostile to the democratic process. Some among us become 
incensed on learning of the mere existence of a government 
information specialist — or “bungling bureaucrat,” as he is 
known to the opposition — ^who is fattening himself on the pub- 
lic pay roll. But if he contents himself with gathering and issuing 
statistics and other information in his field he may be helping 
rather than hindering the process of getting news of the govern- 
ment into the citizen’s head. It is only when he goes beyond 
this, striving to put over a point of view, to smooth the way for 
some government project, to suppress some item because he does 
not deem the public ready for it, that he engages in news-man- 
aging proper. For here he does come into conflict with the 
fundamental principle of a press free to report the facts inde- 
pendently. But again, we can best see what is involved by study- 
ing government news in war. 

Although antedating the outbreak of war by more than two 
years, the Office of Government Reports, as a separate informa- 
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tion agency, was the first sign of what was to come. Headed by 
the former newspaper editor Lowell Mellett, it was set up under 
the ever expanding Executive Office on July 1, 1939, to replace 
a less formidable National Emergency Council that dated from 
November of 1933— the New Deal’s first year. The United 
States Government Manual of March, 1941, listed OCR’s func- 
tions as preparing reports on the programs of government de- 
partments and agencies, studying progress toward the objectives 
of these programs, recommending ways to overcome obstacles — 
thus opening the door to news-managing proper — and related 
activities. Shortly before OCR was merged into the still more 
ambitious Office of War Information, it achieved a |530,000 
building of its own, familiar to Washington and its visitors as 
“Mellett’s Madhouse.” Moreover, OCR’s alphabetical designa- 
tion easily led suspicious newspapers to refer to it as OCRE, 
and at least one responsible Washington correspondent saw in 
it a school for government censors.® 

Next in order was Colonel William J. Donovan’s Office of 
the Coordinator of Information, founded July 11, 1941. The 
Colonel’s job was listed officially: “to collect and analyze all 
information and data which may bear upon national security.” ® 
The COI was, thanks to its military responsibilities, a hush- 
hush agency, principally concerned with gathering intelligence 
data abroad and exporting American propaganda in return. 

More noise surrounded the brief but active life of the third 
of these mushrooming agencies, the Office of Facts and Figures, 
born by executive order October 25, 1941, and known to news- 
paper and other critics as the “Office of Fads and Fancies,” or 
by variations on that theme. The New York Herald Tribune 
celebrated its coming with a famous editorial headed “Here’s 
Where We Get OFF,” which said: 

Here, obviously, is the answer to the prayers of a bewildered 
people. The Office of Facts and Figures, or OFF, will coordinate the 
Office of the Coordinator of Information (or OCI), report on the 
Office of Government Reports, . . . press-agent the innumerable 
Press Agents of the Individual Departments (often called the PAIDS) 
and will under no circumstances do anything whatever that anybody 
else is doing already. ... 

OFF is just going to superimpose its own “well organized facts” 
upon the splendid confusion, interpret the interpreters, re-digest 
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those who now digest the digesters, explain what those who explain 
what the explainers of the explanations mean, and coordinate the 
coordinators of those appointed to coordinate the coordinations of 
the coordinated. Before this example of the sublime administrative 
genius which now rules in Washington, the mind can only reel with 
admiration. . . . When the Office of Utter Confusion and Hysteria 
(to be referred to as OUCH) has finally been created, then the cap- 
stone will have been set upon the pyramid and we can all die happy, 
strangled in the very best red tape.^« 

OFF had its origin in the brain of a newspaperman, Robert 
E. Kintner, who sensed the need for some single agency to 
make available to members of the government, if not the public, 
accurate information on the progress of what was then known 
as the defense effort. But in characteristic fashion OFF was set 
up in addition to, rather than in place of, the OGR, COI, and 
the publicity bureaus of the various departments and agencies 
of the government. Its head was Archibald MacLeish, Librarian 
of Congress, poet, and ex-writer for Fortune magazine. 

When OFF was set up we were still formally at peace. But 
six weeks later Japanese carrier planes came out of the Hawaiian 
sky, and our sentiments changed. The need for some order 
among the conflicting statements that came out of a confused 
Washington was painfully obvious. But President Roosevelt 
paid no attention until, more than half a year later, he gave in 
to the almost universal sentiment as voiced in a news broadcast 
by Elmer Davis: “Almost anybody would be better than half 
a dozen heads.” Davis was persuaded to accept the job for 
which he had thus unwittingly recommended himself, and be- 
came director of a still bigger and better agency, the Office of 
War Information. 

Thus at long last was born a single strong government in- 
formation bureau. Instead of being built on top of the ram- 
shackle structure of the existing overlapping agencies, OWI 
swallowed whole the Office of Facts and Figures and the Office 
of Government Reports. Colonel Donovan fought long and stub- 
bornly against merging his office with the others in the OWI, 
with the result that only the half of his COI that produced 
propaganda for foreign consumption disappeared into it. He 
kept the half devoted to inconiing intelligence in a freshly con- 
stituted, and later justly famous, Office of Strategic Services.^ 
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The appointmeiit of Elmer Davis as Director of War Informa- 
tion seemed ideal. He had made an honorable record as a news- 
paperman and radio commentator; and he was an independent, 
rather than one of the New Deal zealots so often preferred. 
Moreover, in OWEs regulation No. 1, he laid down the prin- 
ciple that the public should have as much information as strictly 
military considerations made possible. 

This is a people’s war and to win it the people should know as 
much about it as they can [he said]. This office will do its best to 
tell the truth and nothing but the truth, both at home and abroad. 
Military information that would aid the enemy must be withheld; 
but within that limitation we shall try to give the people a clear, 
complete, and accurate picture.^® 

It is to be noted that Davis promised *‘the truth and nothing 
but the truth,” but omitted “the whole truth.” Thus his pre- 
scription stretched the Fourth Estate principle of free access to 
the news as far as war would let him. Fresh from the newspaper 
and radio ranks, he saw the need of giving the public continuing 
access to the events of the world that as citizens of a democracy 
they had to know. This attitude was in sharp contrast to the 
usual news-manager’s reaction, which is that he has a tough 
job to do and so, by God, he’s going to do it without any non- 
sense from reporters, photographers, radio commentators, and 
other self-appointed representatives of The People. 

But alas, even though Davis thus publicly and forth- 
rightly abjured the temptation of all planners and managers to 
tell the people only what he decides is good for them, it was 
not long before the old guard, both in and out of the news- 
papers, was denouncing him as though he had been a com- 
missar straight from Moscow. Those of us who fought the Battle 
of the Social Security Building in Washington, and the Battle 
of Fifty-seventh Street in New York with the OWI, had oppor- 
tunity to appreciate the considerable malice and the gross ig- 
norance that lay behind most newspaper and political criticism 
of OWI. It left me, at least, with the feeling that Davis, hung 
between New Dealers on one side and die-hards on the other, 
bore one of the war’s heavier crosses. How well he bore it, 
how well he performed the delicate task that was his, is for 
the historians to decide. For our purposes it is enough to note 
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that the OWI was a mechanism well designed to manage news, 
even though it did not do so to an extent greater than that 
necessitated by the war. 

We have noted that war, with its irresistible demand for 
totalitarian ways, gave us a preview of what peacetime managed 
news could be. In the gloomy earlier days of the war there was 
a tendency to conceal our reverses and failures. Later, as the wa.r 
news got better, there was concern on high lest the home front 
grow too complacent— a concern that led to official efforts to 
shock us into realization of the war’s continuing seriousness. 
This tendency to play down or play up the truth for a purpose 
was for the most part a normal manifestation of wartime cen- 
sorship, for, as we shall see later in examining the subject, cen- 
sorship always starts with the obvious necessity of military 
secrecy and then imperceptibly drifts into manipulating public 
opinion, whether to conceal mistakes and failures from the home 
public or to gain some other objective — all under the plea that 
straightforward publication of the facts would give aid and com- 
fort to the enemy. 

Nowhere have the values involved in this dilemma been 
better stated than by Palmer Hoyt (now publisher of the Denver 
Post) when in 1943 he was director of the domestic branch of 
OWI. What he had to say is required reading today, because 
even though the war is long since over the problem remains. 
We have yet to resolve the clash between the big state, which a 
democracy sees in exaggerated form in war, and our funda- 
mental freedom. Here is what Hoyt said: 

Last fall, speaking before the Southern Newspaper Publishers 
Association, I suggested that our greatest single need is a play-by-play 
account of the war. We approached that goal in Tunisia, came 
closer at Salerno — ^but not until Tarawa did we receive the first real 
play-by-play account of a major battle. . . . 

This was followed a little later by almost a spectacular coverage 
by the Army in connection with the occupation of New Britain. 
Again the American public was vicariously at the scene. Again the 
people of these United States lived with their sons, their brothers, 
their husbands and fathers, the horror of battle and the glories of 
victory. 

This was real reporting. And this kind of war coverage, inciden- 
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tally, will do more to bring home the seriousness of this global 
struggle than all the lectures of all the high government officials 
combined. - . . 

What does all this add up to? Simply this, that the best way to 
give the people of this country an understanding of the war is not 
to preach to them but to spare no effort in giving them full and 
fast reportings of events as they occur. People understand events and 
learn from them. One event in a war such as ours when properly 
and adequately reported is worth ten thousand sermons. 

Let us interrupt long enough to say again that what is true 
of government news in war is every bit as true now in peace. 
Hoyt continued in words that ought to be written on the heart 
of every public official: 

Too many people who have no understanding of the nature and 
character of news and information, or of its importance, also have 
a complete misconception of what an organization like the Office 
of War Information ought properly to do. Many of them have the 
notion that it is the job of an office of war information to spoon- 
feed the public with whatever ideas or attitudes are considered de- 
sirable at the moment. They regard the Office of War Information 
as a sort of thermostat on national morale, warming up the national 
ardor for the war whenever it cools, and cooling it off when it gets 
too high. 

The first trouble with that notion is that no one can have suffi- 
cient wisdom to know with exactitude and certainty what attitudes 
people ought to have at a given moment. 

The second trouble with it is that even if you knew what effect 
you wanted to create, you couldn't do it successfully without the 
type of pervasive control that characterizes a dictatorship.^^ 

In short, what the people of a democracy must know, whether 
in war or in peace, is not what official opinion holds good for 
them to know, but what has happened. If something has hap- 
pened, or has been said in important places, or has been decided 
on, the people have an inalienable right to know it. We should 
be shocked if a government sought to pollute the air we breathe, 
or to poison the food we eat. Yet managing the news, even with 
the best intentions in the world, poisons the information the 
public gets. 

The errors and inadequacies of the press blind us, I think. 
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to what is happening. For three centuries we have developed a 
Fourth Estate skilled in ferreting out the news; and despite its 
excesses and abuses that Fourth Estate has served us well by 
revealing to us the essential facts of the world we live in. But 
with the advent of the Big State there has been raised up a host 
of highly skilled suppressors and distorters of the news. The 
motives with which they do it do not matter. The fact that they 
do it matters supremely. 

It will not do to say that in today’s world this is characteristic 
of Russia and its satellites alone, that with the end of the war the 
United States returned safely to its accustomed ways, and that 
therefore government-managed news is nothing to worry about. 
We forget that peace, too, has its threats. They may seem just as 
unreal as the threats of war — until war comes. It is living in a 
fool’s paradise to assume that we have permanently escaped 
another great depression, or an unprecedented international 
economic collapse, or some other catastrophe that can bear upon 
us personally like the depression of 1929-1933 or the war itself. 
In such a crisis, all the old alarms will return, and with them 
demands upon the government to do something. Then in turn 
the temptation will visit government itself to make the news 
not an honest report but some sort of combined censor and 
morale-builder for the people. 

That is why it is essential to convince the American people 
that managed news does not meet the need, noted in earlier 
chapters, for bringing the historic principle of the free press 
into line with the economics of the twentieth century. The 
remedy for the concentration of control over our newspapers, 
radio, and the rest, in the hands of a relatively few men must lie 
elsewhere. 



CHAPTER X 


MOVING THE NEWS 


At 5;47 on April 9, 1942, a commuter, homeward bound from 
Manhattan, settled into a seat on his nightly train just before 
it pulled out of the station. He unfolded the 7th Sports Final 
Edition of the World-Telegram he had bought at the news 
stand. Across the top of the page, in two-inch letters, were the 
words JAPS OVERWHELM BATAAN. And down the right-hand side 
of the page, in boldface type, two columns wide, ran this story: 

By the United Press, 

Washington, April 9. — Massive Japanese fighting forces, heavily 
outnumbering the 36,800 American and Filipino troops, finally over- 
whelmed the gallant defenders of Bataan Peninsula today and Secre- 
tary of War Stimson said it appeared doubtful any substantial num- 
ber could be evacuated to continue the fight from the fortresses of 
Manila Bay. 

Mr. Stimson, disclosing for the first time the number and plight 
of the Bataan defenders who fought on despite exhaustion, short 
rations, disease and lack of relief, was unable to say how many of 
the 36,853 Yanks and Filipinos would be in each of the categories 
of casualties — ^killed, captured, or wounded. 

He said that every effort was being made to get as many of them 
as possible to Corregidor and other American fortresses that still 
hold out in Manila Bay. 

109 



110 FREEDOM OF INFORMATION 

The story went on with two more crisp paragraphs of informa- 
tion. Then it quoted the Secretary of War directly: 

**Our troops, outnumbered, worn down by attack, exhausted by 
insufficient rations and disease prevailing in that area, had their 
lines broken and enveloped by the enemy,"' Mr. Stimson said. 

*'Our defenses on Bataan have been overthrown. Corregidor is 
still fighting. 

“A long and gallant defense has been worn down and over- 
thrown. 

“There is nothing but praise for the men who have so ably con- 
ducted an epic chapter in the history of the Philippines." 

As President Roosevelt and General Douglas MacArthur before 
him, Mr. Stimson pledged that the United States would win back 
the Philippines from the Japanese and restore independence to the 
Filipino people who had acquitted themselves so gallantly in the 
hopeless fight. 

The story, grim with the details of that milestone in the dark 
days of the war, ran on down the page and over to page 2 for 
another column and a half. 

The fall of Bataan is now a yellowing page in the history of 
World War IL I cite it here to illustrate, by examining that page 
in detail, how the machinery of the Fourth Estate moves the 
news from the scene of action to the mind of the citizen. Any 
one of a thousand later stories might do as well. But it happens 
that I have at hand a completely documented file on the origin, 
development, and transmission of this particular item of news 
by the three large press associations, all the New York news- 
papers, and the four large radio networks. This is a rare treasure, 
whose existence I owe to the skill and persistence and powers 
of observation of my collaborator on this chapter. It is rare, 
because journalism, like the flower in your buttonhole, blos- 
soms for a day and then is gone. The dusty cellar of a single 
press association, newspaper, or radio network may contain 
the files of its own coverage of a story; but I believe they never 
before have been assembled all in one place. 

Let us therefore use this unique exhibit to observe a process 
that goes on twenty-four hours a day for three hundred and 
sixty-five days a year — a process so incidental to the import of 
the news that we are hardly aware of it. Without this process of 
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news transmission, bearing day in and day out a stream of facts 
from the physical world into our mental world, modern society 
could not exist. 

Whence, then, came this story about Bataan? And how did it 
get into the hands of our commuter? 

Actually it came by Army radio from Lieutenant General 
Jonathan M. Wainwright in the rocky tunnels of Corregidor 
to the War Department. But for our purposes it came from 
stuffy, fluorescent-lighted Room 2045 in the Munitions Build- 
ing on Constitution Avenue in Washington. There, in pre- 
Pentagon days. Secretary Stimson received the press. At 10:45 
that morning — fifteen minutes late because he had just been 
conferring with the President — he entered the room. He was 
accompanied by Major General A. D. Surles, in charge of Army 
public relations, and Colonel Stanley Grogan. Fifty-odd re- 
porters — ^slightly more than usual — ^and fifty Army oflicers were 
waiting. They were hushed and grim. 

The Secretary wasted no time. “The communique issued this 
morning shortly after four o’clock,” he said, “contained the 
latest information we have.” He was referring to a special com- 
munique long since sent out over the press association wires, 
that read: 

A message from General Wainwright at Fort Mills just received 
at the War Department states that the Japanese attack on Bataan 
Peninsula succeeded in enveloping the east flank of our lines, in 
the position held by the Second Corps. An attack by the First Corps, 
ordered to relieve the situation, failed due to complete physical 
exhaustion of the troops. 

Full details are not available but this situation indicates the prob- 
ability that the defenses on Bataan have been overcome. 

Secretary Stimson went on: “Our troops were outnumbered 
and worn down by successive attacks by fresh troops. They were 
exhausted by insufficient rations and the tropic diseases pre- 
vailing in that region and had their lines broken and enveloped 
by the enemy. Our defense on Bataan has been overthrown. A 
long and gallant defense has been worn down and overthrown.” 

He repeated the phrase several times, as though talking to 
himself. Then: 
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“We have nothing but praise and admiration for the com- 
manders and their men. They have made this an epic chapter in 
the history of their country. I believe this to be a temporary 
loss. This country, in fulfillment of its pledge to the Philip- 
pines, will ultimately drive out the invaders. We shall not stop 
until that is done.” 

The Secretary’s voice broke as he said this. Then he went on: 

“During the long defense we have heard from General Mac- 
Arthur and General Wainwright a great deal about the soldiers 
on Bataan, and the generals have had nothing but praise for 
the Filipinos who have been fighting side by side with our 
soldiers in that battle. The Philippines now have been united 
with us in battle as well as linked by the cooperation between 
the United States and the Philippines during the last forty 
years.” 

A reporter interrupted to ask whether he might quote the 
Secretary as saying that the Japanese would be driven from the 
islands. 

“We shall not stop until that is done,” replied the Secretary. 

For thirty-five minutes the colloquy went on. At one point 
Secretary Stimson began talking off the record. This is the first 
degree of information under the folkways of Washington press 
conferences. An official gives out information so that the re- 
porters may orient themselves among the facts, but they must 
not use it in their stories. In response to requests from the re- 
porters Stimson relented enough to say that the facts in ques- 
tion might be used but not attributed to him — the second degree 
of information. Further importuning led him in the end to 
consent to the third category, direct quotation. 

As he talked, he not only rounded out the background of the 
early morning special communique, but gave information that 
had hitherto been closely guarded. There were, as of the day 
before, he said, 36,853 effectives on Bataan, including Filipinos 
and American sailors and marines. There were also 6,000 
Filipino workmen, and some 18,000 to 20,000 refugees — almost 
all Filipinos — ^who had gone to Bataan with MacArthur. The 
36,853 figure did not, however, include troops on Corregidor 
and the other fortresses in the bay. 

These posts. Secretary Stimson said twice during the session, 
were all holding out and still fighting. The President had left 
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to General Wainwright the decision as to what to do next, and 
had told him that any decision he reached now would be in the 
interest of the country and that of the splendid troops he com- 
manded. 

The Secretary also divulged that strenuous efforts had been 
made under Patrick Hurley, himself a former Secretary of War, 
to break the blockade of Corregidor and Bataan. Hurley was 
successful in finding ships and supplies, and got several ship- 
loads to the Philippines. "‘But for every ship that arrived, we 
lost nearly two ships,’* Stimson said. However: 

“I am glad to say that the defenders were never short of am- 
munition because of Hurley’s work. Up until the very last 
word from them, they had plenty of small arms and artillery 
ammunition. But they had been on short rations since Mac- 
Arthur put them in effect on January 11. This fact and the long 
strain were a very potent factor in wearing down our troops, 
making them unable to rebound to the counterattack as at 
first.” 

So it went, now off the record, now on. How many were 
American soldiers, how many Filipinos? Air power? A month 
before the end MacArthur had had only four pursuit planes 
left. The Americans had fought the battle without air support. 

At length the story was told, the conference ended. The 
Army officers began distributing War Department news re- 
leases dealing with R.O.T.C. units, mechanizing cavalry, and 
other subjects that had no relation to the big story. Some of the 
reporters took these releases, but many didn’t wait. They were 
already racing to the press room. 

This press room was just down the corridor from the con- 
ference room. From thirty to forty men were there, the press 
association men and reporters for Washington’s afternoon 
papers already at the telephones. Others stood gazing at the notes 
they had scribbled on pieces of folded gray copy paper as Mr. 
Stimson spoke. A few were comparing notes. Several were 
clustered around an officer near the door. Still others were 
waiting for the phones to be free. 

INS — ^that is to say, the International News Service, the 
Hearst press association — ^wa$ the first to get word of what Mr. 
Stimson said on the wires to its subscribing newspapers and 
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radio stations. It was first largely because the editors in the 
Washington bureau deemed the story worth a flash. Accordingly, 
a rewrite man in the INS office at once typed a few words on a 
slip of paper and handed them to a teletype operator, while the 
INS man in the Munitions Building was still phoning in details. 

The teletype operator tapped the bell key on his machine 
four times. In newspaper offices and radio stations throughout 
the country bells on the receiving teletypes went bing, bing, 
bing, bing in warning that something big was coming. Then the 
Washington operator unhurriedly, but without waste motion, 
typed out the message. By 11:22, two or three minutes after Mr. 
Stimson had finished talking, it was on the wires: 

FLASH 

WASHINGTON— 36,800 TRAPPED ON BATAAN— STIMSON 
1122 AEG INS TX 

Simultaneously in newspaper and radio offices, from New 
York to Los Angeles, the teletypes clacked out those six words 
on endless rolls of yellow paper. 

Meanwhile, the news had been telephoned just as fast to the 
Washington headquarters of the Associated Press and the 
United Press Associations. In both, the responsible editors de- 
cided that, in view of the early morning communique fore- 
shadowing what Mr. Stimson said, the news was worth not a 
flash but only a bulletin. Both services had their bulletins on the 
wires right behind the briefer INS flash. 

Now a flash is not any bit of gossip nervously rattled out, as 
you might think from Walter Winchell’s radio program. It is a 
rare news item of top importance. The essence of such news is 
phrased in ten words or less that are put on the circuit forthwith, 
interrupting whatever other news may be in transmission. A 
bulletin is a similar item of just less than top importance. It is 
told in about twenty-five words, and likewise has precedence 
on the wires. While individual press associations use variations 
or subdivisions of this terminology, the distinction between flash 
and bulletin is enough for our purposes. We must also note 
that, naturally enough, all three press associations supplement 
both flash and bulletin on the teletype with detailed informa- 
tion. This is sent out in units of one, two, or more paragraphs, 
interspersed if necessary between similar takes from other 
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But let us return to the INS bureau in Washington. There the 
flash had been followed within two minutes by a bulletin giving 
a few details. Despite the speed at which it was written, this 
bulletin could be set in type by the subscribing newspapers as 
the first paragraph of the story. Forewarned by the flash and 
preparing to use the Stimson news under big headlines on page 
one, the newspapers were awaiting it: 

TXA55 BUN SUB FLASH AND SECOND LEAD 

BY JOSEPH A BORS 

INTERNATIONAL NEWS SERVICE STAFF CORRESPONDENT 

WASHINGTON, APRIL 9— (INS)— BATAAN FELL BEFORE THE 
FURIOUS ONSLAUGHT OF NUMERICALLY SUPERIOR JAPANESE 
FORCES TODAY ENTRAPPING 36,800 AMERICAN AND FILIPINO 
TROOPS WHO HAD VALIANTLY WITHSTOOD THE ENEMY FOR 
90 DAYS. 

(MORE) 1124 AEG 

One minute later (the numerals at the end of the items indi- 
cate the time at which transmission was completed) this addition 
had been received by the subscribers: 

TXA56 ADD 2ND LEAD BORS 

ANNOUNCEMENT OF THE FALL OF BATAAN WAS MADE BY 
THE WAR DEPARTMENT IN A SPECIAL COMMUNIQUE AT 
5:15 A.M. EWT AND A FEW HOURS LATER SECRETARY OF WAR 
STIMSON REVEALED THE NUMBER OF AMERICAN-FILIPINO 
TROOPS WHO WENT DOWN WITH THE PENINSULA. 

(MORE) 1125 AEG 

There followed in rapid succession two more takes giving 
further details, all written so that with a little editing to make 
them conform to the individual paper’s typographical style 
and to spell out symbols like EWT into Eastern War Time, or 
to add “Secretary” or “Mr.” before Stimson, they could be 
rushed into type: 

TXA57 BUN ADD 2ND LEAD BORS 

“I BELIEVE IT WILL BE A TEMPORARY LOSS,” STIMSON SAID. 
‘•WE WILL ULTIMATELY DRIVE OUT THESE INVADERS. WE 
SHALL NOT STOP UNTIL THIS IS DONE.” 

(MORE) 1126 AEG 
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TXA58 ADD 2ND LEAD BORS 

AT THE SAME TIME THE SECRETARY SAID THAT CORREGI- 
DOR AND OTHER ISLAND FORTS ARE FIGHTING ON AND 
THAT PRESIDENT ROOSEVELT HAS LEFT TO LIEUT. GEN. 
JONATPIAN M. WAINWRIGHT THE DECISION FOR FUTURE 
ACTION IN THE PHILIPPINES. 

(MORE) 

This was followed by numerous additional takes, some of 
which carried corrections to be made in the earlier ones. And 
as the newspaper clients received the later parts of the story 
the headlines and the edited earlier parts were already being 
put into type. At the same time radio stations were rewording 
the teletype news for spoken presentation on the air. It was 
1 1 :49 — twenty-seven minutes after the flash, half an hour after 
Secretary Stimson had finished speaking — ^when subscribers on 
the West Coast, like those elsewhere in the country, had received 
the complete story. 

Once the Stimson news was out of the way, other items could 
again be tapped out on the teletype for those clients that sub- 
scribe to only a single-wire service. They can, of course, receive 
but one take from one story at a time. The larger papers sub- 
scribe to a multiple-wire service, so that sports, finance, and 
regional items, as well as general news, can all pile into the office 
at the same time. Some of the metropolitan papers and the big 
networks take the full reports of two or more press associations. 

But back to the INS office once more. In the course of the 
early afternoon it sent out items that included the releases 
handed out at the Stimson conference, together with fresh sub- 
sidiary stories on Bataan, like the statement from the Philip- 
pine Commissioner in Washington. There were also advance 
stories for use in the papers of April 10, the next day. 

By four o’clock INS’s afternoon-paper service closed, and the 
morning wire opened. First item on the schedule was the Stim- 
son-Bataan story again, this time a more polished and far longer 
piece on which Eric Friedheim of the Washington staff had 
worked while Bors was batting out his hurried story for the 
afternoon editors. By this time, too, there were more sub- 
sidiary items, carrying comment by President Roosevelt and 
General Wainwright s wife,, and giving the reactions of other 
United Nations capitals* 
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Meanwhile, much the same news was being speeded out from 
the Washington bureaus of the Associated Press and the United 
Press with the same unhurried swiftness. The AP had sent out 
two leads on Bataan based on the War Department’s early morn- 
ing communique. The first, carried on the day report at 5:15, 
told of '‘the probability that the defenses on Bataan have been 
overcome.” The second lead, a few minutes afterward, gave 
such other details as were in the communique. Then, when 
late in the morning the Stimson story was telephoned in, this 
item went out to New York, Kansas City, and other AP junc- 
tion points for immediate relay over the regional circuits; 


A175 WX 

BULLETIN 

THIRD LEAD PHILIPPINES 

WASHINGTON, APRIL 9— (AP)— SECRETARY OF WAR STIMSON 
REPORTED TODAY THAT LIEUTENANT GENERAL JONATHAN 
WAINWRIGHT’S FORCE ON THE PHILIPPINES BATAAN PENIN- 
SULA NUMBERED 36,853 EFFECTIVE TROOPS WHEN THEIR 
RESISTANCE APPARENTLY COLLAPSED. 

SU1124AEW 


There followed other items giving full details. By 12:24, or 
just an hour after the Stimson bulletin, a fifth and final lead 
on the Bataan story for the afternoon papers was on the wire. 
This fifth lead stayed unchanged through the afternoon, except 
for an insertion to the effect that Bataan was probably the 
severest loss in a foreign war in the history of American arms, 
and that officials believed the man-power loss might be the 
heaviest sustained by an American force in any single engage- 
ment with a foreign foe. 

Before the morning-paper service opened at four p.m. other 
developments were rushed to the wire. Around the world AP 
men were already hunting out related material. Thus, by three 
o’clock the AP was able to put on a dispatch from Clark Lee, 
then its correspondent in Melbourne, who used as a news peg 
the fact that General MacArthur had been informed of the fall 
of Bataan. For the most part, however, Lee’s dispatch was an 
eyewitness account of conditions on Bataan that Lee was able to 
file because he had himself been there, having only recently 
been smuggled through the Japanese blockade as had General 
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MacArthur himself, Philippines High Commissioner Francis B. 
Sayre, President Quezon, and a handful of others. 

Here again it is necessary to digress for a moment and go into 
a detail of press association procedure. Lee had sent his story 
from Australia to San Francisco, at the urgent rate of 59 cents a 
word, in cablese. This is a skeletonized English used by foreign 
correspondents to help cut cable tolls. In it the two words “this 
morning” become a single and therefore cheaper word, “smor- 
ning.” A downpour comes out of “rainiest” skies. The Foreign 
Minister doesn’t look something up, he “uplooks” it. Bobby 
Jones used to win by “oneputting” on “sixteenhole.” And 
should a prewar duke be motoring back from the shooting in 
Scotland, he would be “Rollsroycing Londonwards.” I have 
before me a wartime clipping from the New York Times, giv- 
ing an eyewitness description of an American attack in the 
Pacific, that says at one point, “Now the Japanese are incoming.” 
A hurried copy reader must have let that slip by without chang- 
ing it to “are coming in.” For in the newspaper offices, or at re- 
ceiving points for press association cables like New York or San 
Francisco, cablese is translated into normal English for relay on 
the domestic wires. And that was what was done with Clark Lee’s 
dispatch from Melbourne in April, 1942. 

The AP held the Bataan collapse so important, morever, that 
it gave the morning papers EOS beginning at 2:22 p.m. That 
abbreviation stands for “extraordinary occasion service,” which 
had been put into effect with the Titanic sinking in 1912 ^ to 
permit morning papers to publish news at once even though 
by agreement it was still during afternoon-paper hours, or vice 
versa. Because radio now so largely discharges the function once 
served by newspaper extras, EOS has in practice become largely 
an advance service that enables newspapers to organize thorough 
coverage of outstanding events. With its morning-paper service 
on the news from Bataan the AP showed what it could do for 
sheer volume of news. Instead of following that, however, let us 
briefly examine the UP report that became the basis of the ac- 
count in the New York World~T elegram with which this chapter 
began. Ever since the previous war, which matured it as one of 
our great news services, the UP has been restive at the AP’s long- 
standing assumption that the AP report alone ranks with the 
tablets brought down from Sinai. The UP staff does not resent 
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that assumption the less because on occasion the AP’s gold 
standard of news has been marred by those lapses into error — 
such as its false D-Day flash in 1944 and its authentic but pre- 
mature news of the surrender at Rheims a year later — to which 
all press associations, being manned by human beings, are liable 
despite the most rigid safeguards. 

Anyway, on with the story. Actually the big press associations 
are with occasional exceptions all within a few minutes of one 
another in sending big news, day in and day out. Thus on the 
day of Bataan the UP happened to be the slowest of the three, 
but even so got off its bulletin only one minute after the AP. 


Here is what it said: 


UP187 

BULLETIN 

WASHINGTON, APRIL 9.— (UP)— SECRETARY OF WAR HENRY 
L. STIMSON SAID TODAY THAT A FORCE OF 36,800 AMERICANS 
AND FILIPINOS WENT DOWN FIGHTING AGAINST OVER- 
WHELMINGLY SUPERIOR JAPANESE FORCES ON BATAAN. 


MORE JLn26A 


And one minute later: 


UPI88 

j ADD STIMSON WASHN XXX BATAAN 

t HE PROMISED THAT THE FIGHT WILL NOT BE ENDED 

{ UNTIL THE INVADERS EVENTUALLY ARE DRIVEN OUT. 

? MORE JL1126A 


Here we can already recognize some of the elements that sur- 
vived in the copy of the World-Telegram bought by our com- 
muter more than six hours later. Toward the end of the bulletin 
is the word “overwhelmingly,” which, changed back into the 
word Mr. Stimson had himself used, figured in the paper’s 
banner headline, japs overwhelm bataan. Again, the round 
number 36,800 appears in this bulletin just as it does in the first 
sentence of the newspaper’s story, which does not give Mr. Stim- 
son’s exact figure until later. Finally, in the add (for addition) 
to the UP’s bulletin appears the Secretary’s promise that we 
would not stop until the Japanese were driven out, which also 
survives in the World-Telegri^m’s stoxj. 
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The UP, like the other two press associations, followed its 
first statement with additional bulletin matter, and then with 
smoother and more connected stories. The first four paragraphs 
of the first of these detailed stories were filed by 11:52. It is 
interesting to note that these paragraphs, hurriedly written 
though they were, appeared almost verbatim in the finished 
World-Telegram account. From here on, indeed, the UP’s 
cascading paragraphs are almost word for word what was printed 
in the World-Telegram to tell our home-going commuter what 
had happened that day in the Philippines. In fact, the whole 
account in the newspaper, when checked against Secretary Stim- 
son’s words at the press conference, graphically demonstrates 
the accuracy with which the story of Bataan was moved from its 
origin in the Munitions Building, via telephone to the United 
Press’s Washington office, by teletype to the newspaper in New 
York, then quickly across the copy desk and so on to printing, 
delivery by truck to news stand, and finally to our homeward- 
bound commuter. Such accuracy is by no means reserved for 
the occasional big story. It is routine for the press associations, 
a fact often forgotten by the critics of the press, who pounce on 
the newspapers’ lapses from fairness and accuracy in the news 
but ignore its day-in and day-out performance. 

The work of the newspaper copy desk, too, is little appre- 
ciated by those who read its products every day. Again, only the 
errors seem to stand out where we can see them. What happens 
is that incoming news, like the AP and UP bulletins on Bataan 
this particular day, are torn off the teletypes by a copy boy and 
given to the telegraph editor. On a story as big as this the tele- 
graph editor confers with the managing editor, the news editor, 
or whoever has the making of page 1 in his hands. They decide 
quickly that Bataan not only is the leading story for the re- 
maining editions that day, but deserves an eight-column head- 
line in the largest type. 

The telegraph editor then passes the press association bulle- 
tins to the “man in the slot” as the head of the copy desk is 
known, because of his post in a niche on the inside of the desk, 
on whose rim sit the copy readers. He scans the copy swiftly, 
but notes accurately its essence. He then glances about at his 
copy readers, whom the British designate more accurately as 
“subeditors,” to see who among those competent to handle a 
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big wire story is free. Because only minutes are left, it does not 
take him long to note down a symbol indicating the style of 
headline to be written, and to slide the copy across the desk to 
the man he has selected. 

Henceforth that man handles every new paragraph, every 
correction, and every subsidiary item of the story in question. 
He takes the early material, quickly sizes it up, and makes notes 
on the chief facts. On them he will base his headline, unless, 
because the time is short or because it is the most important 
headline in the paper, the head of the desk or the telegraph 
editor has already taken it in hand. That headline must be 
written in a matter of minutes determined by the nearness of 
press time. Not only that, but it must present the heart of the 
news at once to the uninformed reader who skims it, and at 
the same time fit neatly into a limited space that a mere count 
of letters is usually too crude to measure. 

As for the story, the copy reader assembles the press association 
“takes” in proper order, underlines two or three times each 
letter that is to be set in capitals, marks the paragraphs, inserts 
a “Mr.” here or a first name there, makes the figures and other 
details conform to the paper’s typographical style, corrects spell- 
ings, dates, and other facts out of his head if possible and out 
of a reference source if not, watches for libel with his subcon- 
scious self, and otherwise assumes responsibility for the story’s 
readiness to appear in public. If the next edition is only minutes 
away the takes are sent individually to the composing room as 
they are edited. If there is time, they are kept together in the 
form in which they are to appear as edited. 

Newspapers that receive more than one press association re- 
port, plus perhaps a dispatch from their own correspondent, se- 
lect the story that seems best to convey the news, and lead off 
with it. If other matter is occasionally inserted, it is carefully set 
off by brackets, indentation, or some other typographical device, 
and clearly credited to the new source. A more common device 
is to follow the leading story with one or more stories from other 
sources, trimmed to present only additional material, and again 
clearly identified as to source. 

In the Bataan story the decision was made on the World- 
Telegram’s desk to use the UP version, which that paper often 
does when other things are equal. The copy reader took the 
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bulletin matter on the Stimson conference, plus a “Third Lead 
Philippines” that came in later from Mack Johnson (the UP’s 
War Department correspondent), and assembled them. He then 
rewrote the first two paragraphs, and simply edited the rest. 
Over them went the headline we saw in the beginning, japs 

OVERWHELM BATAAN. 

It is to be noted, however, that even though the first two 
paragraphs were rewritten, all the facts are to be found in the 
United Press file. This is because the press associations are 
adamant in insisting that no client paper tamper with the facts 
as it reports them. Smoothing out the phraseology, leaving out 
details at the end to save space, or even changing the order of 
facts is permissible. But a change in fact, or the introduction 
of other facts gathered by another press association or by the 
paper itself, brings a sharp protest backed by the press asso- 
ciation’s power to cut off service. This insistence that the news 
be used substantially as it comes over the wires not only pro- 
tects the press association itself, but puts its guaranty on the 
integrity of its account of the news. 

The files of the press associations and of the New York papers 
on the news of Bataan’s fall are so voluminous that merely re- 
printing them textually would fill a good part of this book. 
Because the excerpts given above are fair samples, I think we 
have seen enough to indicate the mechanics of the complex, 
swift business of news transmission and news editing whose 
fruits we enjoy daily, but of whose workings we are usually 
unaware. At the very least, I trust we have seen enough to give 
the lay reader a glimpse of the accuracy, dispatch, and faithful- 
ness to detail of the press association reports on which we 
depend for much of the daily bread in our information. 

To illustrate the work of the press associations I have postu- 
lated a New York commuter who did not learn that Bataan had 
fallen until he opened his evening newspaper on the way home. 
Actually, of course, much of America had heard the news hours 
earlier by radio. The War Department’s early-morning com- 
munique, which hinted broadly at what Secretary Stimson ex- 
plicitly confirmed a few hours later, had been on the day’s early 
news programs and in the first editions of the afternoon papers. 
And soon after the teletype operators of the big press associa- 
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tions spelled out their first bulletins for the newspapers, special 
circuits from AP’s subsidiary. Press Association, from the radio 
department of the UP, and from smaller units like Transradio 
Press had carried the news to the microphones of the country. 

In radio studios the problem was not to assemble a detailed • 
and orderly account of what Secretary Stimson had said, but 
to rephrase the news briefly in words suitable for spoken pres- 
entation over the air at the earliest appropriate moment. The 
smaller stations usually rely on the press associations’ radio cir- 
cuits, which send out news already written in radio form. Or, 
if affiliated with a newspaper, they can rewrite the paper’s press 
association reports. But big networks, like the National Broad- 
casting Company and the Columbia Broadcasting System, get 
the works — the newspaper wires from AP, UP, and INS, from 
which the networks like to rewrite their own copy, and a radio 
wire or two. And the news programs of the big networks, NBC, 
CBS, ABC, and Mutual, are available to most of the United 
States at the same moment and in the same form as in New 
York itself. Therefore we can better see how radio handles the 
news, I think, by concentrating on what happened on the day 
of Bataan in one of the big network newsrooms than by scat- 
tering our observation among the networks and the independent 
stations, big and little, around the country. So, as the announcers 
might say, we take you now to CBS in New York. 

The wartime newsroom on the seventeenth floor of CBS’s 
Madison Avenue building is compact. Along two walls stand 
rows of teletypes, bringing in the press associations’ reports. 
Three AP machines are ranged along the wall next to the news 
studio. Above them is a glass window through which you can see 
into the studio. And in the studio is a table from which emerge 
three movable arms holding microphones. At the far end is a 
couch, used by the early-morning announcers who have nothing 
to do between the five-minute shows they read every hour on 
the hour. Over the couch is another plate-glass window, through 
which can be seen a small studio with a single microphone. 
This one is seldom used, being needed only if two news broad- 
casts — one for WABC (the later WCBS) locally and the other 
for the network, one sponsored and one not — are on the air at 
the same time. The main newsroom has two other plate-glass 
windows — one opening into the control room, the other looking 
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into the office of Paul W, White, then CBS Director of News 
Broadcasts. 

Normally the news announcer sits with his back to White’s 
office. He must be able to watch both the production man in 
the control room and a large clock, for should he run over his 
time the production man might have to cut him off in the 
middle of a sentence. Even the news of the world is less sacred 
than clock to radio, whose devotees will trim anything except 
the “Star-Spangled Banner” to suit the second hand. 

At a quarter past eleven on the morning of April 9, 1942, 
that is to say shortly before Secretary Stimson ended his press 
conference in Washington, the main CBS studio was empty. 
The next news broadcast, a part of the Kate Smith hour, did 
not go on until noon, and anyway it originated in Washington, 
not in the New York studio. At typewriters in the New York 
newsroom were two writers and a copy boy, preparing the news 
for the afternoon shows. 

At 11:22 the bells on the INS machine jangled out sixteen 
strokes in groups of four. One of the writers, Jesse Zousmer, 
rose from his typewriter and strode across to the machine. He 
ripped off the flash, walked quickly across to the office of the 
director. Mr. White was ill that day, but Robert Wood, then 
second in command, was at White’s desk. 

“Flash,” said Zousmer, handing Wood the six-word item from 
INS. Wood glanced at it, looked at the electric clock. It was 
11:24, and already the bell on an AP machine was ringing. 
Peggy Miller, the other writer, walked over to see what was up. 

“What’s on now?” asked Wood. 

“Soap opera,” Zousmer replied. 

Wood’s decision was not to interrupt the program, a practice 
reserved for events pretty well in the Pearl Harbor and V Day 
class. Mr. Stimson’s news would have to wait the remaining few 
minutes until 11:30. 

“We’ll handle it at station break,” Wood said. “Write me 
about fifteen seconds.” 

Zousmer went to his desk, to which Miss Miller brought the 
AP bulletin. As he began to type, Wood picked up a phone to 
call production: 

“We’ve a flash coming up for a station break. Who’ve you 
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‘'Marble/V said production, 

well send it right up. Fifteen seconds/' 

The announcement was to be made upstairs by the an- 
nouncer on the job in the studio where the program was on. 
By the time Wood had gone to Zousmer’s desk the item was 
ready. Wood approved it, wrote ‘‘Bulletin” at the top, because 
CBS does not use the term “flash” on the air, and sent it up- 
stairs by compressed-air tube. It was now 11:28. 

In the upstairs studio Harry Marble, the announcer, took 
the item from its container, read it to himself, then read it 
aloud. He went into a little studio off the control room. It was 
11:29:45. From the control room the production man waved, 
then cocked his right hand with forefinger in the air and 
thumb pointing over his shoulder. As the second hand reached 
11:30 he flipped a switch with his left hand, brought down his 
poised forefinger to point at Marble. The announcer read; 

“Bulletin. 

“Washington — Secretary of War Stimson announces that most 
of the 36,000 American and Filipino troops on Bataan Peninsula 
have been killed or captured by the Japanese. 

“But Stimson adds that the defenders went down fighting and the 
defense of Corregidor goes on.” 

The fifteen seconds were up. 

By this time the news for the Kate Smith program in Wash- 
ington had been trimmed to leave room for Secretary Stimson's 
information, even though it had been almost all written before 
the bells on the network's teletypes in Washington began ring- 
ing. At the appropriate time the revised script was ready, with 
this paragraph included in the program's budget of news; 

“The worst [news] of all comes in this late dispatch from Wash- 
ington. Secretary of War Stimson has just told a press conference 
that 36,800 Americans and Filipinos went down fighting. Most of 
them, probably killed or captured. Mr. Stimson promised that the 
fight will not be ended until the invaders are eventually driven out.” 

CBS's next news show was on at three o'clock. Ten minutes 
before that time Miss Miller had turned her script for it over to 
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Mark Hawley, the announcer, so that he might read it to see 
how it would sound. It led off with some six hundred words 
based on the Secretary of War’s statements, and on the press 
associations’ follow-up news, all now translated out of newspaper 
style into conversational sentences, with smooth transitions be- 
tween news items. Radio’s news is not scattered about typo- 
graphically, so that the eye may select first one, then another. It 
must form a smooth-running, continuous pattern that can be 
taken in from beginning to end. 

At 4:45 another CBS news program told the now familiar 
story to a new audience, adding such further reactions from 
around the world as had come in. This was followed at six 
by Frazier Hunt’s commentary, written by Hunt himself but 
based once more on press association raw material. And this in 
turn was follmved by the high point in CBS’s news coverage, 
the evening news roundup at 6:45. 

On the night Bataan fell, the roundup was to call in Washing- 
ton, London, and Sydney. This had been arranged by cable a 
week in advance, subject to modification by transatlantic tele- 
phone. On the job in the New York newsroom was John Daly, 
a tall, brown-haired news announcer who prides himself on 
never having read a commercial over the air. The words that 
covered the transitions in the program were written for Daly 
by Henry Wefing, former newspaperman, who also wrote 
stand-by copy for the points abroad should sunspots or any- 
thing else prevent the overseas voices from coming in clearly 
enough to be understood. If so, Daly would apologize to the 
radio audience and say, “But here are the latest reports from 
London,” and read the stand-by copy. Such emergency copy is 
hardly ever needed for Washington, which comes in by land 
wire instead of short wave, though a press association dispatch 
may be kept on hand against the unexpected. 

By 6:35, ten minutes ahead of time, everything was ready. 
Daly was in the newsroom’s main studio, rehearsing his open- 
ing and transitions, checking his stand-by copy for Philippine 
and other unpronounceables. Behind him in White’s office the 
night editor, at that time Matthew Gordon, was at the desk. A 
bell rang and Gordon picked up one of the three telephones 
at the edge of the desk. 
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“Hello. Washington? Oh, hello, Al.” It was correspondent 
Albert Warner. Gordon continued: 

“Anything cooking? You’re first, Al. You come up at 6:45:30 
— ^right from here to you. Yes. You handle George’s introduc- 
tion down there.” (George Fielding Eliot was also to speak 
from Washington.) 

As Gordon glanced over a sheet on which the points to be 
called in were listed together with the time down to the second, 
a loud-speaker near the ceiling began to talk: “Reading from 
the Daily Express: ‘The recent developments on the Continent 
indicate that Hitler . . .’ ” It was Bob Trout, correspondent 
in London, testing. At RCA the engineers listened, to check the 
quality of reception. The New York engineers were telling the 
London engineers, and Trout, how he was coming in. The 
phone rang again, and Gordon answered: 

“Yes, Gordon. Oh, how’s the signal in San Francisco?” That 
is where the short-wave broadcast from Sydney is picked up, to 
be brought to New York by wire. “That’s good. . . . Yes, at 
6:51:30. If it’s bad, cut ’er quick. . , . No, we’ll fill in here 
unless you’ve something hot to report from the coast. ... No? 
O.K., we’ll fill.” 

By now it was 6:41. Gordon beckoned through two glass 
windows to the production man with Daly in the studio. The 
man came in. 

“It’s Washington, London, and Sydney,” Gordon told him. 
“San Francisco says the signal is good from Sydney. That’s 
second — ^Washington, Sydney, London. And Bob sounds good 
from London. O.K.?” 

“O.K.” 

Gordon leaned over and reached for the silver cue-channel 
mike on the telephone ledge at the edge of the desk. Through it 
he could talk to Trout in London. “CBS, New York,” he said. 

“Oh, hello. Matt,” said Trout from his bombproof BBC 
studio in London. “Everything neat and tidy?” 

“Sure. What’s for tonight. Bob?” 

“Oh, bit about the Indian Ocean, bit about Bataan. You 
know.” 

“O.K., you’re coming through fine tonight, Bob.” 

“Swell. Oh, say, I’m up at 6:56:30?” 
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“Yes. John’ll give it to you on name cue anyway.” 

Trout’s voice had been coming in not by telephone receiver, 
but through the loud-speaker at the ceiling. Now Gordon 
switched Trout off, and with another switch brought in WABC 
on the same loud-speaker. He heard WABC, upstairs, in the 
process of station identification. The second hand on the clock 
was covering the last few seconds to 6:45:00. Gordon picked up 
a phone and asked for San Francisco again. 

In the control room an engineer, his hand cocked in the air 
with upraised forefinger, was looking through the glass at Daly 
in the studio. As the second hand pointed straight up he 
brought his finger down to point at Daly, again flipping a switch 
with his other hand. Over each of the studio’s three doors signs, 
reading “On the Air,” glowed red. The commercial an- 
nouncer sitting at a microphone at Daly’s left began: “The 
World Today. Brought to you by the United Fruit Company. 
And now, John Daly and the CBS news.” 

Daly glanced at the yellow copy paper in his hand, and read: 

“The story of the fall of Bataan, where for three months a rela- 
tively small number of gallant American and Filipino troops held 
out against numerically overwhelming Japanese forces, dominates 
tonight’s news. So, first, a detailed report on the Philippine situa- 
tion from Albert L. Warner, and then an analysis of its military 
significance by Major George Fielding Eliot. . . . Now to Wash- 
ington, and Mr. Warner.” 

The engineer threw a switch, and after a two-second pause 
Warner’s steady voice came in. He began by saying that there 
were no further details from Corregidor, and then he gave the 
news as it stood in Washington at the moment. He, in turn, 
brought in Major Eliot, who ended with “. . . and the fiercer 
determination that those that fell in the defense shall not have 
died in vain.” 

In the New York studio Daly read the transition to Australia. 
Promptly on time, through a faint buzz of atmospheric disturb- 
ance came the voice of John Raleigh from halfway around the 
world in Sydney. He began with unofficial reports that “a 
major naval action has taken place in the Bay of Bengal be- 
tween a Japanese fleet and Allied defensive units.” Then 
Bataan, with what fresh light there was on it in Australia. 
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Then came a similar transition to London, with Daly in New 
York picking up between the two. In London, Trout too led 
off with the naval battle, saying London was waiting for more 
details on the loss of the cruisers Dorseis/uVg and Cornwall. 
As he spoke, Gordon hung up his phones and pushed away the 
cue-channel microphone, to go into the studio with Daly. 
Trout’s voice came clearly through another loud-speaker there. 
He was telling about London’s reaction to the day’s news from 
Bataan, ending . . that’s from tomorrow’s London Times. 
I return you to Columbia in New York.” 

Daly signed the program off with the copy prepared. The 
red warning signs went out, the mike was dead. 

“Oh, well,” said Daly to Gordon, “another holler, another 
dollar.” 

Meanwhile, a gray-haired, tanned man in his shirt sleeves had 
been jotting down notes at the news printers, and keeping an 
ear cocked for significant statements from Columbia’s over- 
seas reporters. It was Elmer Davis, as yet unaware that in a little 
more than two months he would be in Washington at the head 
of a new agency to be called the Office of War Information. 
Davis wrote his scripts himself, in a little office next to Paul 
White’s. At 8:55 on the night of Bataan he was ready with sixty- 
eight typewritten lines of copy, and on the air: “There is no later 
news from Bataan than Secretary Stimson’s statement this 
morning ...” 

CBS put two more news programs on the air before midnight, 
and another as the new day began. But still the story was, “There 
is no late news from the Philippines . . 

The story that had come from Secretary Stimson’s press con- 
ference thirteen hours before had done its duty. Long since, it 
had been put into ordered, final form by the morning papers. 

While newspapers and radio were getting the news of Bataan 
to the country, the press association teletypes were bringing the 
facts into the editorial offices of the news magazines. There re- 
searchers and writers and editors put the wire copy together with 
newspaper clippings, reference material, and dispatches from 
their own correspondents. They sweated over it; compressing 
and arranging the actual happening, its antecedents, and its 
meaning, into a far more ordered perspective than the most care- 
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ful morning paper can give. In the offices of the general maga- 
zines other editors read the newspaper stories about Bataan. 
This was a routine part of their task of keeping up with the 
news so that they might arrange articles and pictures for their 
own pages. In the universities, the professors were reading the 
same items, either for their own information or for use in their 
classes. Lecturers, too, were making clippings for talks on cur- 
rent events. And you may be sure that the printed versions of 
the AP, UP, and INS stories mentioned earlier in this chapter 
will be scanned once more when the time comes to write formal 
histories of the war in the Pacific. Against that time the bound 
or microfilm copies of the newspapers carrying them arrived 
in due course in the libraries. 

The news of Bataan was, in short, moving into the back- 
ground phase, from its origin with Secretary Stimson and its 
transmission as spot news over the press association, newspaper, 
and radio teletypes. 

The newsreels, while also as much a background as spot-news 
medium, found little they could do with the news of Bataan’s 
fall. Picturewise, the Stimson conference was only another of 
the kind that Washington has at a dime a dozen. Nor would the 
Army films, showing the actual fighting, be coming in to be 
censored, edited, and used. For the fall of Corregidor still lay 
ahead, and whatever films the Signal Corps made in the Philip- 
pines and took to Corregidor became temporary booty for the 
Jap. Here was one unit in the machinery of information that 
could not use the press association reports except to keep up 
with the news. 

However, had facsimile and television been functioning in 
the news machinery — as they are now finally beginning to — 
they would have built their programs on those bulletins and 
detailed stories sent over press association teletypes; for fac- 
simile is simply another way of reproducing printed and other 
graphic matter, and television, unless it can train its elec- 
tronic cameras on the action itself, must build its images on the 
skeleton of the written words that come in by teletype. 

It all comes down to this: the whole machinery of information 
that constitutes contemporary journalism depends on the press 
associations for its contact with a great part of the physical 
world. Radio, moving pictures, still photography, and television 
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can, in proper circnmstances, report directly from the scene of 
action. But the proper circumstances attend only a minority 
of the news developments about which the citizens of democracy 
must know. Hence the press association, and the related news- 
paper and radio reports that give color, details, and background, 
are the old reliables. 

Make no mistake about it: the press associations do the bulk 
of the work. Only a handful among even the larger American 
newspapers maintain their own staffs of foreign correspondents. 
These are papers like the Times 2Lnd Herald Tribune in New 
York, the Daily Newsy?ind Sun-Times in Chicago, and 

the Christian Science Monitor in Boston. Other metropolitan 
papers, like the Baltimore Sun and the New York Sun^ maintain 
a few foreign correspondents of their own. The big radio net- 
works, as we saw in examining CBS's coverage of Bataan, have 
their own men abroad, and so does an occasional large station, 
like WLW in Cincinnati.^ Sometimes, too, these correspondents 
for individual newspapers or networks do double duty, as 
when the New York Times sells its own foreign service to the 
Boston Herald and other papers. Again, individual corre- 
spondents will be on the staff of a newspaper bureau in a news 
center like Cairo, and will at the same time broadcast from 
there for a network when there is occasion. These special corre- 
spondents have latitude to supply the detailed and thoughtful 
coverage that tends to interest the speakers and writers at home 
who follow the news professionally. But it is the press association 
men who supply the bulk of the news to the bulk of American 
readers and listeners. 

What these press association reporters do rarely resembles the 
romantic notion of the foreign correspondent. Press association 
men are on an assembly line. They have deadlines to meet 
twenty-four hours a day because somewhere there is always a 
paper going to press or a news program going on the air. Hence, 
press association correspondents have little time for the moving 
prose or the cogent analysis of which the correspondents for 
individual newspapers can often deliver themselves. Their job 
is to get the facts in solid form, suited to clients of all political, 
economic, and even national colors — and then to get those facts 
moving. Familiarity with alternative means of communication 
is more useful to them than ability to turn a phrase. For only 
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if the facts as pried loose at the source are constantly sped on 
their way can the teletypes of America go bing, bing, bing, bing, 
when the big news comes. 

For the burden it has to carry, the press association structure 
is amazingly small. True, these agencies could not operate with- 
out drawing on the reporting facilities of the newspapers they 
serve. In that sense every newspaper and its staff is helping to 
do the press association’s work. It is also true that each press 
association — like the newspapers and networks with their own 
foreign staffs — ^has a host of “string,” or part-time, corre- 
spondents, paid only when they have news to deliver, scattered 
around the world; but, day in and day out, the work is done 
by the regulars, and of these, on editorial, mechanical, and 
business staffs together, the AP and UP have perhaps 2,000 each, 
INS far fewer, and the smaller news agencies a comparative 
handful. A total of 6,000 men and women exclusively in the 
business of collecting and transmitting American press asso- 
ciation news is probably a liberal estimate. 

How much would the publicists and the lecturers, the col- 
lege presidents and the bishops, the writers of editorials, articles, 
and books — ^how much would any of them know about those 
world affairs concerning which they deliver their opinions, with- 
out the press associations and their co-workers of newspaper and 
radio? How much would even government officials, relying on 
direct but strictly limited sources of information, be able to 
understand of what was happening in the world? Without the 
press associations and their fellows America would live in 
darkness. 



CHAPTER XI 


AMERICAN MINISTERS 
OF POPULAR ENLIGHTENMENT 


Fortunately the United States has never yet had a Minister of 
Propaganda and Popular Enlightenment after the manner of 
Nazi Germany’s Dr. Goebbels. Of course, George Creel of the 
Committee on Public Information in World War I and Elmer 
Davis of the Office of War Information in World War II were 
called Administration propagandists by politicians, editors, and 
businessmen whose spleens were more active than their brains. 
But despite the totalitarian pressures of war, and the present 
universal trend toward centralized government, we have not 
yet remotely approached official management of the news that 
makes the world as we see it in our heads. 

The shoe is, indeed, on the other foot. Not only is there that 
preponderant identification of our press, radio, and other media 
of information with the political and economic old guard as 
noted in Chapter VI, but such rigging of the news as we have 
comes more from business interests and pressure groups than 
from government; for the United States is the world’s most 
fertile breeding ground of press agents, publicity men, vice 
presidents in charge of information, and counselors on public 
relations, who have no other purpose than to alter our mental 
worlds in the interests of their clients. These unofficial ministers 
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of popular enlightenment have so prospered, multiplied, and 
become a part of the scheme of things that if you want to start 
an organization to manufacture widgets, sell peanuts, abolish 
labor unions, wipe out capitalism, or merely to band together 
a loyal lodge of undertakers, the first thing is to get yourself a 
publicity man. No publicity, no organization; for, in a world 
of mass populations dependent on mass communications, any 
enterprise whose influence goes beyond walking distance of the 
home office is lost unless it becomes known, understood, and 
to some extent approved by its public. 

Government, of course, has long since joined the procession, 
and employs publicity men by the thousand. Their output may 
be sampled from a table in Washington’s National Press Club, 
where mimeographed releases from government agencies and 
bureaus arrive fresh every day if not every hour, to provide a 
governmental publicity smorgasbord. The White House itself 
has not escaped the habit. The Red Cross, the National Tuber- 
culosis Association, the American Society for the Control of 
Cancer, and innumerable other causes, all go in for publicity — 
that is to say, for propaganda on behalf of themselves and their 
objectives. Even the American Library Association makes awards 
for “distinguished publicity” to libraries.^ So unbelievably huge 
is the resulting barrage of releases that newspaper editors on the 
receiving end have been frenetic on the subject for a generation. 
This blast from Edward W. Sowers, co-publisher and editor of 
the Excelsior Springs Daily Standard in Missouri, is typical: 

If all the editors of all the newspapers and periodicals in the 
United States would do what I am doing ... we would in twelve 
months eliminate the . . . paper shortage, lift the post office de- 
partment out of the red, save 113,688,340.64 in wasted postage, save 
an additional 127,376,681.28 in paper and labor gone-for-naught.® 

Mr. Sowers’ remedy was simple: to put all publicity material 
into the wastebasket instead of into the paper. 

Perhaps, however, it is not so simple as that. Publicity and 
propaganda differ only in degree, and not in kind; and for all 
the waste involved, propaganda is to a greater or lesser extent 
effective. The waste of paper in publicity is merely the by- 
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product of the amazing potency of propaganda in favorable cir- 
cumstances. Samuel Adams, Thomas Paine, and a handful of 
others committed an undecided majority of the American 
colonists— almost in spite of themselves — to independence. 
Again, it was not alone the corruption and confusion of Czarism 
and war that turned Russia Bolshevist; it was the propagandists 
Lenin and Trotsky. In the same way the German people did not 
become Nazis all by themselves; a frustrated nobody with a 
devilish vision and fanatic purpose led them to it. Or, to de- 
scend to a less majestic scale, it was the publicity genius William 
H. Anderson of the Anti-Saloon League who, within a few 
months after his arrival in New York in 1914, changed the entire 
political line-up of the state.® In sum, propaganda and its little 
brother publicity, alike in that they can channel the wavering 
minds of men into a predetermined course, have been an ex- 
ceedingly powerful force throughout modern times. 

One can indeed trace propaganda back as far as one likes. The 
Apostle Paul himself is in many ways a prototype of the propa- 
gandist, as is many another leader of man’s historic causes. 
Harold Lasswell, an authority on the subject, has discovered 
traces of the propaganda technic in The Book of War by Sun 
Tzu in the fifth century b.c., and in the Indian classic, Kautilya’s 
Arthasastra, of the fourth century b.c.^ Perhaps a more con- 
venient beginning, however, is June 22, 1622, when Pope 
Gregory XV established in Rome the Sacra Congregatio de 
Propaganda Fide, or Sacred Congregation for the Propagation 
of the Faith. Gregory was succeeded the following year by 
Urban VIII, who founded the College of Propaganda to train 
priests for missionary work in the expanding world of explorers, 
conquerors, and colonists of the seventeenth century.® This is a 
convenient beginning not only because it gave us our word 
“propaganda,” but also because it reveals what propaganda 
really is; for, though in World War I the word acquired the 
connotation of putting over something false, the original propa- 
ganda was the missionary work of the Roman Catholic Church. 
Etymologically, then, propaganda is simply the propagation of 
a creed and, by derivation, the propagation of any idea or pur- 
pose. As Elmer Davis told the House Appropriations Committee 
in 1942 when asking funds for the Office of War Information: 
“Propaganda is an instrument; it may employ truth instead of 
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falsehood in its operation ^ • . and it may be directed to worthy 
instead of unworthy purposes.” ® Therefore it is immaterial 
whether we ourselves think a particular concept that is being 
propagandized is good or bad. Human weakness calls it propa- 
ganda if someone does it to us, and education if we do it to 
others; but, good or bad, true or false, old or new, big or little, 
it is all propaganda. 

The war of 1914-1918 gave propaganda something far more 
important tlran an undeserved connotation of evil, and that was 
its present place in the scheme of things. Before the war only 
the Imperial German Government had an official press bureau, 
one stemming from Prince Otto von Bismarck himself; ’’ but 
during that war other major governments acquired them, and 
far improved on the original. As spectacularly successful as any 
was America’s Creel Committee, the Committee on Public In- 
formation, Basing its activity primarily on a propaganda of 
truth, the committee mobilized America and, with the help of 
the gospel of Woodrow Wilson, influenced the thinking of the 
world. Speeches, articles, releases, photographs, posters, mov- 
ing pictures, news services, the four-minute speakers of the 
Liberty Loan drives — all the now familiar technics — were 
united for the first time on a grand scale. It was not only the 
success of government propaganda in that war, however, that 
gave publicity its modern stature. Its taproot goes deep into 
American history. It goes back at least as far as Phineas Taylor 
Barnum, the nineteenth century’s genius of the large crowd, 
grand master of exploiting the curious, and father of press 
agentry. As Barnum himself said of one of his magnificent 
triumphs — the tempest of acclamation that greeted Jenny Lind 
at her first American concert at Castle Garden: 

She was effectually brought before the public before they had 
seen or heard her. She appeared in the presence of a jury already 
excited to enthusiasm in her behalf.® 

There was a reason: 

I had put innumerable means and appliances into operation for 
the furtherance of my object, and little did the public see of the 
hand that indirectly pulled at their heart-strings, preparatory to a 
relaxation of their purse-strings. . . .* 
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One o£ Barnum's '‘innumerable means and appliances'* was 
something new. This was a use of newspapers to get publicity 
for commercial enterprises, not only by paid advertising but also 
by secretly stimulating letters, news reports, reviews, and edi- 
torials about the Barnum shows. We can see the method clearly 
in one of his earlier ventures, his exploitation of what he called 
the Fejee Mermaid. This supposed mermaid was a black, dried- 
up monstrosity about three feet long, with a bestial, monkey- 
like head, arras, and trunk joined to a fish’s body. Its origin was 
dubious, but close inspection revealed no obvious joint between 
the two dissimilar halves, or other patent evidence of fakery. 

Soon after the exhibit came into Barnum's hands a newsletter 
from Alabama appeared in the New York Herald. After giving 
several items of local news, the letter mentioned casually that a 
Dr. Griffin, of the Lyceum of Natural History in London, had 
arrived with a most remarkable curiosity, a real mermaid, found 
and preserved by Chinese in the Fiji Islands. In subsequent 
days many letters, from Charleston and Washington, came to 
other New York papers; and in due course Dr. Griffin himself 
arrived in Philadelphia, where he graciously allowed his hotel 
keeper to see the curiosity and show it to a few friends. Natu- 
rally, by the time he stopped off in New York on his way to 
London, reporters flocked to see him and his exhibit. And at 
last, when these and many similar devious doings had run their 
course in the New York press, Barnum announced he had per- 
suaded the genial Dr. Grifiin to allow him to exhibit the curi- 
osity in Barnum's own American Museum, without extra charge. 

The letters, written by Barnum himself, had been forwarded 
to friends in the South for mailing. Dr. Griffin was a Barnum 
assistant. By a dodge, Barnum had even planted engravings 
showing the mermaid— not as it actually was but as mermaids 
appear in song and story— in three New York papers. All this 
increased the profits of Barnum's Museum from around 1 1,200, 
in the four weeks before the mermaid's arrival, to more than 
|3,300 in the four weeks a£ter.^° 

Barnum sensed, too, a fundamental principle, one that still 
escapes many who cultivate publicity: there is only one kind of 
publicity. For in the deeper sense there is neither good pub- 
licity nor bad publicity. Unfavorable publicity helps just as 
much as favorable publicity to build strength for a cause. 
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Hence Barnum did not mind occasional denunciations of his 
ways. Later masters of the art have appreciated this point of 
view. Joseph Pulitzer is reputed to have been pleased if, riding 
down to work on the New York Elevated, he overheard an in- 
censed fellow citizen say, “Did you see that damn article in the 
World this morning?” because it was a sign that the World was 
read and was a vital part of the life of the city. So, too, Huey 
Long and Father Coughlin throve on the abuse heaped upon 
them by politicians and editorial writers, and boasted of it to 
the mob. Finally Dr. Goebbels, much as he cultivated strictly 
favorable publicity, also relished denunciations of the Nazis’ 
treatment of the Jews. Else why were there virtually no restric- 
tions on sending reports of Jewish persecution out of Germany? 
Goebbels well knew that such articles were a sure way of keep- 
ing “the Jewish question” alive, of getting Gentiles to fight 
among themselves about the Jews, and were thus a means to 
anti-Semitism.^^ 

But that is getting ahead of the story. Barnum’s use of press 
agentry throughout a life that stretched from 1810 to 1891 was 
not lost upon other enterprising Americans. Accordingly, 
strange things began to happen, notably in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, and particularly in New York, 
metropolis of the show business and of so much else. One morn- 
ing, for example, an elephant stumbled out of the waters on 
Staten Island’s shore and lay down in great weariness just as a 
policeman patrolling the beach came along. In due course this 
strange arrival was entered on the local police blotter, where the 
news-hounds found it. The wonder was proclaimed to the world, 
and soon it was discovered that the elephant had disappeared 
during a storm from Luna Park, a place of amusement about to 
be opened on Coney Island. For days the event ran through the 
columns of an interested New York press, which among other 
things sent reporters to interview scientists as to whether an 
elephant could or could not swim from Coney Island to Staten 
Island. The episode had, of course, been engineered by a press 
agent, who transported the elephant to Staten Island at night 
by boat, after it had been trained to stay in water and to come 
out and lie down on signal. All this, in the interest of attracting 
attention to Luna Park.^^ 

Innumerable examples of this sort of thing, each one more 
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ingenious than the last, in order to hoodwink an increasingly 
suspicious press, appeared in the papers. Thus in the space of 
a few months in 1920, Sari, a mysterious Turkish girl, wept and 
bellowed in the Hotel Majestic until a Broadway theater was 
ready to show a moving picture called the Virgin of Stamboul 
A lion put on a scene at the Hotel Belleclaire for another movie. 
Finally the suicide of a heartbroken Japanese maiden named O. 
Yuki was reported. After policemen had dragged the lake in 
Central Park for her body for two days, however, District 
Attorney Edward Swann became suspicious enough to ques- 
tion a press agent, Harry Reichenbach. Reichenbach denied 
that the non-existent suicide, again staged in the interests of a 
moving picture, was his handiwork. He admitted authorship of 
similar dodges, however, and remarked disarmingly, “I went 
abroad for the Creel Bureau, doing exactly this same type of 
work.'* 

It is of course not accurate to call the work of the Creel Com- 
mittee ‘'exactly the same type’’ as press agentry. The committee 
conducted propaganda on the level of statecraft. Press agentry 
is the use of tricks to get free news space in newspapers for com- 
mercial enterprises. There was by this time a third stratum of 
the business, usually designated “publicity.” It had arisen in a 
small way before World War I to meet a need different from 
that of plugging forthcoming plays, pictures, and their stars; for 
the presidents of railroads and other large corporations had dis- 
covered that unpopularity with the public did not pay. Hence 
a few pioneers like Alexander J. Cassatt of the Pennsylvania 
Railroad sought to induce trained newspapermen to leave the 
Fourth Estate at salaries that were princely by comparison, for 
the service of a corporation. At one end of the scale their trade 
bordered on press agentry and concealment, at the other on 
frankness and a sincere regard for the public interest. An 
example of the most poisonous kind of their work was pub- 
lished in the Springfield Republican^ April 18, 1905. It was a 
letter from the Boston Gas Company, enclosing copy for an 
advertisement decrying an enterprise called the Public Fran- 
chise League. The letter said: 

Enclosed you will find copy for a reading matter ad. to be used 
in your paper Tuesday, April i8th. It is understood that this will 
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be set as news matter in news type, with a news head at the top of 
the column and without advertising marks of any sort. First page 
position is desired unless your rules debar that position, in which 
case give it the best position possible. Please send your bill at the 
lowest net cash rates to the undersigned at the above address.^^ 

Such bald attempts to disguise paid advertising as news were 
rare even in those days. Today, thanks to the purgative effects 
of experience, corporations are rarely tempted to do that kind 
of thing, and if they are newspapers have found it to their 
interest not to permit it. Instead the corporations, and for that 
matter labor unions and Zionist groups and committees for this 
and that as well, now openly buy space in the papers and fill it, 
not with the accustomed snappy display advertising, but with 
what they call ''public relations advertising ' — ^solid columns of 
words in which they unburden their hearts to the public. There 
remains, nevertheless, a continuous effort of stupendous propor- 
tions to place in the news columns all sorts of items that, whether 
or not they qualify as news, do serve a special interest. The 
following letter from the National One-Cent Postage Associa- 
tion, before World War I, illustrates the older less-than-frank 
type of publicity that to some extent still survives: 

In conjunction with the prosecution of our campaign for one-cent 
letter postage, we find we secure invaluable assistance from the news- 
papers by their publishing articles in regard to one-cent letter 
postage. 

We also find that if we send these articles direct they are often 
disregarded, while if we secure some of our friends to send the 
articles to them, the newspapers use them very promptly. 

Because of this fact, we are asking the assistance of friends of the 
movement to secure publicity for our work. I am taking the liberty 
of enclosing herewith an article which I have had prepared, and in 
which I have had your name inserted, and would appreciate it very 
much if you would place this in the hands of one of your local 
newspapers.^® 

There followed two more paragraphs saying how this might 
be done most effectively. 

It must be made clear, however, that the great bulk of today’s 
publicity is far less devious. It consists in good part of the wholly 
legitimate function of making a cause or a company articulate 
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among the multifarious intricacies of the contemporary world* 
Our society is now so full of a number of things that the ordi- 
nary newspaper staff needs help to cope with everything from 
tax policy, union security, juvenile delinquency, educational 
theory, and suicides, to Persian oil, grade labeling, the United 
Nations, and nuclear physics. Usually there is a publicity man 
who is delighted to help. The newspaper’s reliance on private 
publicity departments is just what the corporations, government 
departments, and other practitioners of the private propaganda 
that is publicity want. The corporation president who reads over 
the letters he dictates to his own secretary before signing them 
does not trust his company’s appearance before the public to 
the mercy of a fifteen-minute conversation with half a dozen 
reporters he has never seen before. He prefers to prepare in 
advance a considered statement that he discusses with his asso- 
ciates— and notably with his assistant in charge of public rela- 
tions — before issuing it to the public. Only by doing so can he 
feel certain that his company’s activities will be presented to 
the public in what seems to him a just light. 

The newspapers recognize this, and ever since World War I 
their columns have been full of what corporation presidents 
call ‘'considered statements,” and what bilious editors call 
“handouts.” The result is that contemporary American journal- 
ism is divided over the issue. It gladly uses publicity state- 
ments because it knows that often they are sources of accu- 
rate news, yet it distrusts them because they are self-interested 
statements rather than the product of independent reporting. 
The distrust makes our newspaper copy desks death on one thing 
in particular — free advertising. A handout that is an honest 
public statement of a private interest’s point of view is one 
thing. A handout that seeks to make customers out of the readers 
is another. This skeptical watchfulness, born of long and pain- 
ful experience with spacegrabbers, is an assurance of integrity 
in the news columns. It does, however, leave us with some 
curious survivals. Thus we still read daily accounts of accidents 
in which “a large black sedan” sideswiped “a small coupe,” or 
something equally vague; for no self-respecting newspaper 
would identify the sedan as a Packard and the coupe as a Ford. 
To an automobile-crazy America this might seem like omitting 
a vital part of the news. No matter; to editors it is a stern sup- 
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pression of free advertising. Just how the statement that, say, 
a Buick has been smashed with the resultant death or maiming 
of its occupants will sell more Buicks is not clear. No matter 
what the commercial product involved, young reporters all 
have to learn that to soil the news, columns with a trade name is 
desecration. 

Well and good. Yet the same newspapers that fly into a frenzy 
over some innocuous trade name regularly print racing results 
on their front pages and jam their sports departments with news 
of baseball, professional football, prize fights, and other sporting 
industries. This, although these distinctly non-amateur sports 
are just as commercial as Mobilgas or Buicks or department 
stores or another young lady from Hollywood on the make. So 
we must put the news of commercial sports down as an example 
of journalism’s schizophrenia over free publicity. 

Long ago, fortunately, many editors and publishers after 
earnest pondering of their dilemma reached an eminently sen- 
sible conclusion on how to handle most day-to-day issues. They 
saw that a given item of news may have two aspects. It may, that 
is, serve a purely selfish or commercial purpose, and so consti- 
tute free advertising; yet at the same time it may be of interest 
to a large number of newspaper readers, and so qualify as news. 
One cannot carry this test too far, because department-store 
advertising, for one thing, obviously has great news value to 
women readers, and publishers could hardly stay in business if 
they printed it as news rather than as their bread and butter. 
Yet the test is an excellent rule-of-thumb for news desks. If a 
story has news value, print it as news, regardless of its capacity 
to sell goods. If on tlie other hand it has a predominantly com- 
mercial value, don’t admit it to the paper except as advertising, 
so identified, and duly bought and paid for. In sum, as long as 
our newspapers and other media of information devote their 
editorial space to matters of honest interest to their readers, it 
does not matter much whether a commercial or political purpose 
is also served in the process. 

The war of 1914-1918 marked the introduction of what in 
the war of 1939—1945 was called “psychological warfare.” We 
call it that now, because the new name has more agreeable over- 
tones than “propaganda,” which has not yet recovered from its 
World w?»r T Knf Tt*rKo4*iatrieii» .r*.r,n **. j-I- - , I • • t /* 
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is an attack on the mind of the enemy that can be just as forceful 
and just as well organized as the attack on his armed forces, his 
economic life, and his political stability. World War Fs example 
of propaganda on this scale, of publicity on behalf of a mighty 
nation conducted from the shadow of the White House itself, 
raised up a new vision of the potential dignity and power of 
the business of shaping men’s minds toward a desired end. 
Accordingly, after that war the publicity efforts that con- 
stituted the propaganda of private organizations took on new 
ways. And just as the publicity man had sought to dissociate 
himself from press agentry by a more dignified name, so the 
practitioner of the new technic adopted titles like '‘counselor 
on public relations” and "vice president in charge of public 
information” to symbolize their advance over mere publicity. 

We can glimpse the breadth of the vision which that earlier 
war laid before the tribe of minor propagandists by looking 
at the work of the Creel Committee. Take, for example, the 
use put to President Wilson’s decision to make the speech in 
which he laid down the Fourteen Points. Edgar Sisson, a mem- 
ber of the committee, had this to say about the Wilsonian ability 
to appeal to the mass of men: 

The fact is, historical, spiritual, or what you will, that once or 
twice in a century there comes along a man able to express his own 
great thoughts with such grace, clarity, and simplicity that they are 
heard and cherished by the folk of all the world — of every plane 
of life and of every race. In his utterances Woodrow Wilson had, 
supremely, this quality of universality. I often have wondered if 
Americans knew this, as assuredly, the rest of the world does. I know 
it, because whatever he said could be turned into other languages, 
any other language, without losing any of its content, whether of 
charm, of force, or of idea. 

With that background, Sisson went enthusiastically to work 
when the text of the Fourteen Points was cabled to him in post- 
revolutionary Russia, a Russia that was obviously still far from 
the iron curtain. As he told the home office five days after 
the speech was delivered: 

President’s speech placarded on walls of Petrograd this morning. 
One hundred thousand copies will have this display within three 
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within five days. Proportionate display Moscow by end of week. 
y.M.C.A. agreed distribute million Russian and million German 
copies along the line. Other channels into Germany^ being opened. 
Jzvestia, official government newspaper nearly million circulation 
throughout Russia, printed speech in full Saturday morning with 
comment welcoming it as sincere and hopeful. Other newspaper 
comment still cynical but shifting rapidly as speech makes its own 
mighty appeal. German version in hands printer now. 

The whole of Russia was blanketed with posters, handbills, 
and pamphlets containing the speech. But there remained the 
greater problem: 

The militaiy utility was against Germany, our first heavy and 
organized attack upon her morale. That late winter and spring we 
circled her in the neutral countries with mediums for feeding to her 
through the newspapers of those countries (certain of steady pene- 
tration into Germany) the utterances of the President and also the 
news of the inevitability of defeat from the oncoming crushing 
power of the United States. Persistently through the summer we 
visualized that power with facts, an army of two million coming, 
a million there, and a million and a half there, the others hastening 
on. Germany had campaigned with falsehood. We met it with the 
truth. Germany made the error of continuing to say we were liars 
and bluffers, so that when the truth was evident, it broke the con- 
fidence of the German people in their leadership, and immediately 
their morale.^® 

Sisson summed up the effect of this and similar work by the 
Creel Committee by quoting Dr. William T. Ellis, a traveler and 
writer, on his return to this country from a trip six years after 
the 1918 Armistice. Dr. Ellis said; 

It may sound like an exaggeration to say so, but I think it is true 
that no other mortal man has ever attained so nearly absolutely 
universal fame as President Wilson. . . . Shakespeare’s name and 
Caesar’s and Alexander’s are unknown to two-thirds of the human 
race. Even contemporary military figures, like Foch and the Kaiser, 
had only a relatively limited circle of fame. 

But because of his magic appeal to the deepest sensibilities of all 
human life, which were given the wings of the morning by the 
unprecedented propaganda of the Allies, the Wilson principles 
quickly spread to the uttermost parts of the earth. There the innate 
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vitality of the ideals caused them to take root and grow. As no other 
wholly human man has ever done before Woodrow Wilson voiced 
the basic instincts and desires of the race. 

So it has come to pass that far-faring travelers nowadays can tell 
of ignorant Bedouins of the desert judging Government by the 
Wilson standards.i^ 

The careful reader will note two hints in this testimony as 
to why our propaganda in World War I established the modern 
technic. First, the thorough manner in which, for the first time 
in history, propaganda material from a nation at war was “given 
the wings of the morning” and spread to the uttermost deserts 
and mountains of the earth; and second, the striking concept 
that the propaganda thus broadcast was effective not so much 
because of the efforts to spread it as because of the inherent 
appeal of the doctrine itself. 

The World War I example of what propaganda could do, 
from the impact of Wilsonian ideals upon the Bedouin mind 
to the dispatch and thoroughness with which Liberty Loan 
drives siphoned money out of America’s pockets, was not lost 
upon those interested in the business of manipulating public 
opinion. As one of them, Edward L. Bernays, said later: “It was 
only natural, after the war ended, that intelligent persons should 
ask themselves whether it was not possible to apply a similar 
technique to the problems of peace,” 

It was. And the great discovery that the more capable ones 
like Bernays made was this: that effective policy makes effective 
propaganda. Instead of seeking to gain favor with the public 
by making an existing cause seem attractive, the new propaganda 
technic first made the cause itself attractive to the public. If, 
in other words, the particular object of your propaganda is so 
set up, or so altered, as to become inherently sound from the 
public’s point of view, favorable publicity will pour in of its 
own accord with relatively little further effort on your part. 
W^hile this may seem self-evident, it is in truth a revolutionary 
discovery. In fact, even now, nearly three decades later, it is yet 
to be grasped by most of the bigwigs in business, politics, labor, 
education, and indeed all other important fields of human 
endeavor. 

Our leaders’ conception of the public as something to be put 
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upon accounts for much of the distrust in which the bulk of our 
citizens still hold a great part of what is done by the ownership 
and management of our industry, commerce, and finance. To 
some extent the same is true, of course, of efforts to publicize 
existing policies of government, labor, farm organizations, and 
the whole assortment of pressure groups. For despite efforts to 
persuade the bulk of our people of the desirability of a partic- 
ular pressure group’s point of view, the people sense that much 
in modern publicity is synthetic. They distrust the tricks of 
the bosses and their propagandists, whether it is a matter of 
getting leaders of fashion to wear wool dresses in the interest 
of the woolen industry, or of wrapping a vicious antilabor policy 
in the cloak of liberty. The public does not like to see slick 
professional writers preparing speeches for big shots in business 
or government. And it resents ghost-thinking even more than 
ghost-writing. 

Yet time and again we see our leaders put up a false front 
before the public instead of changing their habits and methods 
in the interest of the public. This mental myopia on the part 
of our betters sometimes has its amusing aspects. For example, 
the American Newspaper Publishers Association, long troubled 
by the comparative unpopularity of the American newspaper 
as an institution, seems to think that the people’s attitude toward 
the newspaper, and not the newspaper’s attitude toward the 
people, ought to be changed. “We have devoted our columns 
to publicity for everyone else,” the ANPA apparently mused to 
itself, “Why don’t we put on a public-relations campaign in 
our own behalf?” Accordingly, during the prewar depression 
years there began a campaign that still continues, to make the 
newspaper, just as it is, more palatable to the public. Students 
were encouraged to enter essay contests, in which they dwelt on 
the blessings of a free press — ^which few doubt anyway, and 
which are not the point at issue. Statistical studies of newspaper 
readership were made, which incidentally proved to be inter- 
esting and valuable. Advertising was prepared that asked, 
“Where do people get most of their information?” and then 
answered (surprise!), “People get most of their information 
from the newspapers.” It seems never to have occurred to the 
publishers that perhaps the way to endear themselves to the mass 
of men was to get it through their heads that twentieth century 
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Americans no longer identify the newspaper’s attitude toward 
public issues with their own interests, and that a vast majority 
hold it to be, as often as not, actually hostile to their interests. 
Yet after two decades of depression, war, and reconversion most 
of our publishers have not yet admitted in their inmost con- 
sciousness the dread thought that the era of Horace Greeley 
is dead, and will never come back. They are not aware that what 
is needed to restore the newspaper in the day of large circula- 
tions to the popularity it held in the day of the proliferous party 
organs, each with its small circle of devoted readers, is an edi- 
torial policy that convinces the ordinary citizen who cannot 
afford membership in the best clubs in town that the newspaper 
is on his side as much as on the side of the wealthy. The whole 
spectacle is a subject for a Disney film, in which a porcupine 
scurries about with all its quills bristling, wondering why the 
rest of the wood folk do not show it more affection. 

Happily, this attitude, widespread though it is among our 
leaders in all sorts of endeavor, is not universal. The new prin- 
ciple of getting favorable publicity by acts and policies that 
arouse public respect and approbation has begun to make 
changes far more fundamental than the original substitution of 
a publicity man for a public-be-damned policy. Where it was 
understood, it has actually changed the policies of causes and 
corporations. Henry Ford’s classic decision to pay a minimum 
wage of five dollars a day for the first time in history was an 
early spectacular example. The wartime practices of Jack & 
Heintz, a circus involving everything from free medical care and 
permanents to paying fabulous wages, is another example — of 
which there have been, regrettably, all too few. One might 
visualize the old publicity technic as painting over the outside 
of a company or a cause with a coat of whitewash, in the expecta- 
tion that people would think it was pure within no matter what 
dirt might be concealed. The new technic actually cleans up 
the inside, and then invites the public in to see. Or one might 
put it this way: The old type of publicity man represents the 
organization before the public; the new type of public-relations 
strategist represents the public within the organization. 

Where the new concept has been put into effect the results 
were naturally so favorable that the older method could not 
hope to approach them. Thus there was a reason why the prac- 


148 FREEDOM OF INFORMATION 

titioners of the new method often appeared as vice presidents 
and other high officials in charge of public relations. For unless 
the new type of propagandist operates on the highest level of 
strategy and can talk with the topmost executives on equal 
terms, the benefits of the method remain elusive. It will not 
work unless the expert on public relations is brought into action 
before policy decisions are made, and is given a large voice in 
making them. He must be on the job before trouble arises and 
not merely be called in afterward to clean up a mess. 

This means that in its highest form propaganda, whether 
commercial or political, consists in acting in the interests of the 
public. For when decisions of policy are made in the public 
interest — whether that involves a Wilsonian dream for a new 
world, a public utility’s decision voluntarily to apply for lower 
rates to consumers, or a labor union’s determination to open 
its books and its politics to public view without the pressure of a 
Taft-Hartley law — then, even though at bottom the propaganda 
purpose is selfish, the net effect is desirable. 



IT’S ONLY A NEWSPAPER STORY 


During World War II a Marine sergeant, struck by the contrast 
between American war news and the reality of battle, observed 
gloomily, 'The war that is being written in the newspapers 
must be a different one from the one we see/’ ^ That sergeant 
was undergoing an experience common to many a civilian who 
witnesses an event and then reads about it in the papers. And 
even those of us who lack personal experience of the disparity 
that sometimes exists between an event and the news of it, 
nevertheless also take that disparity for granted. 

How can this be, in view of the fact that newspapers are for- 
ever boasting that they tell only the truth? And did not the 
American Society of Newspaper Editors, as long ago as 1923, 
adopt a set of highly moral Canons of Journalism? No. IV of 
these reads as follows: 

Sincerity^ Truthfulness, Accuracy,— Good faith with the reader 
is the foundation of all journalism worthy of the name. 

L By every consideration of good faith a newspaper is con- 
strained to be truthful. It is not to be excused for lack of thorough- 
ness or accuracy within its control or failure to obtain command 
of these essential qualities. 

149 
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2. Headlines should be fully warranted by the contents of the 
articles which they surmount.^ 

Non-newspaper people tend to sniff at these canons, and 
perhaps to remark that they are honored more often in the 
breach than in the observance. In fact, whenever a question of 
newspaper accuracy comes up we one and all tend to shrug our 
shoulders, smile to show how wise we are in the ways of the 
world, and say, “It’s only a newspaper story.” This attitude is 
by no means peculiar to our times. It goes back pretty much to 
the beginnings of printed journalism. The redoubtable Samuel 
Johnson remarked in 1758 that “contempt of shame and indif- 
ference to truth are absolutely necessary” in a news writer.® 
Today we hear much the same thing from our public men. 
We can even find them quoted in our newspapers — these par- 
ticular reports being, no doubt, an exception to the universal 
rule of newspaper mendaciousness. The public’s attitude toward 
the press, moreover, is not without justification. The careful 
reader will note seemingly deliberate lapses from honesty in 
even our greatest journals, as when on page 17 of the late city 
edition of the New York Times of November 21, 1938, there 
appeared an advertisement of George Seldes’ Lords of the Press. 
In fine print toward the bottom of the ad there was a partial 
table of contents, one fragment of which read, “ ‘Treason’ in 
the Press.” Yet in the book itself this item reads “ ‘Treason’ on 
the Times." * The copy for the advertisement must have men- 
tioned the T imes, and someone on the T imes must have changed 
it deliberately. 

Even when it is not a Question of calculated misrepresentation 
in the interests of a particular political or economic point of 
view, there is universal feeling on the part of newspaper readers 
that our papers have an inherent, and apparently incurable, 
talent for error. Certainly it seems so whenever the public- 
opinion pollers sample the national attitude toward the press. 
Most ambitious of these inquiries was a 1 939 Fortune Survey, 
substantially confirmed by subsequent studies. The answers 
make discouraging reading for those who would like to defend 
the newspapers. For when the public was asked, “If you heard 
conflicting versions of the same story from these sources, which 
would you be most likely to believe?” The newspapers came 



it’s ONLY A NEWSPAPER STORY 151 

out on the short end. Here are the answers, tabulated in per- 
centages:'"; ■ ' 


A radio press bulletin 

22.7%; 

^40.3% 

A radio commentator 

17.6 1 

An authority you heard speak 

13.0 


An editorial in a newspaper 

12.4 

1 

A news item in a newspaper 

11.1 

|26.9% 

A columnist in a newspaper 

3.4 


Depends on paper, writer, speaker 

11.6 


Don’t know 

8.2 



Radio, in other words, was appraised as far more believable 
than the press. And when a direct question as to the accuracy 
of newspapers was asked, the answer, while not utterly damning, 
were hardly cheering either: 


In your experience do newspaper headlines usually give you- 


An accurate idea of what really happened 
Or a misleading idea or what really happened 
Qualified or don’t know 
Do you feel that the news story itself — 

Is almost always accurate as to its facts 
Is usually accurate as to its facts 
Is not accurate in many instances 
Qualified or don’t know 


59,1% 

29.4 

11.5 


23.3 

45.1 

24,7 

6.9 


68.4% 


While this indicates a substantial belief in the accuracy of 
newspapers, it would be difficult, as Fortune commented, for a 
newspaper promotion manager to sound boastful with slogans 
like: * 'Nearly three out of five newspaper readers find that our 
headlines tell what happened.” ® 

A Gallup poll after the 1940 election ® asked a question bear- 
ing on the newspapers’ impartiality rather than their accuracy. 
This question read, "Do you think the paper (or papers) you 
read regularly gave both Roosevelt and Willkie an even break 
in its headlines and news accounts of the Presidential cam- 
paign?” Once again the newspapers got no overwhelming en- 
dorsement from their customers: 
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Papers considered giving even break to 
Roosevelt and Willkie 54% 

Papers not considered giving even break S6 
Don’t know 10 

All in all, the American public does not seem to be impressed 
with either the accuracy or the impartiality of its press. Perhaps 
we should reverse a former cigarette company slogan, and say 
of the newspapers, “Such unpopularity must be deserved.” 

Sometimes newspaper inaccuracies hurt, and they hurt par- 
ticularly if it is not carelessness but political prejudice that 
accounts for the error. When I was with the Office of War 
Information, the New York World-Telegram ran a cartoon by 
Will B. Johnstone holding the OWI up to ridicule. The cap- 
tion read: “news item: Senator Burton K. Wheeler suggests 
that the OWI should be eliminated as a blessing to the Ameri- 
can people.” There were six panels in the cartoon, of which 
the first was typical. It showed a room full of cigar-smoking 
bureaucrats, all with their feet on their desks, wasting their 
time reading newspapers. In the foreground a particularly 
pompous one held a paper with a large headline, “Abolish 
OWI.” He was saying: “The idea! Trying to clean out us New 
Deal press agents with a 4th term coming up!” Alongside was a 
sign “We pay the highest prices for news men — you don’t have 
to be good to work for OWI — Reds preferred.” 

As one of the OWI staff I read this with resentment. In the 
first place, I knew from personal experience that the charge 
that the OWI was trying to put over fourth-term propaganda 
was, to put it politely, inaccurate. The fact that I myself had 
happened to be strenuously opposed to the third and fourth 
terms did not make me feel more kindly about it. And, having 
long been put down by my friends at Columbia University and 
elsewhere as hopelessly conservative, I got hot under the collar 
at the snide suggestion that the OWI preferred Reds. 

Having shown in the two paragraphs above the existence of 
newspaper ways that lead to many charges of distortion and 
lying, let me say that we can get a valid estimate of the extent 
of newspaper inaccuracy only by ruling out all emotionally 
charged material of this kind. Cartoons, editorials, columns. 
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political articles, feature stories— these are deliberately and 
openly devoted to opinion rather than information. They are 
a colorful frosting on the solid cake of news. Because they are 
all in the realm of opinion, we cannot test them objectively to 
tell whether they are true or not. Only later generations can 
point to one opinion as having been substantially in accord 
with the facts and another as false. Furthermore, the sins that 
stem from political, social, and economic bias have already 
been pointed out in Chapter VI, *‘The Fourth Estate in the 
Twentieth Century.” We must, therefore, look elsewhere for a 
basis of fact on which to judge newspaper accuracy. 

But where can we find it? Repeated experience indicates that 
the most furious denunciations of newspaper inaccuracies, even 
when made by the great of the earth, are not always well 
founded. Diligent search reveals that while opinions as to 
newspaper inaccuracy are a dime a dozen, facts are scarcer than 
the critics say they are in newspapers. The T 2 m<?“University of 
Chicago Commission on Freedom of the Press set down as a 
first requirement that the press should not lie, ^ thereby implying 
that it does. Elsewhere in its report, in fact, it says so in so 
many words,® and many will no doubt agree with its assertion 
that newspaper columnists and radio commentators in partic- 
ular sin by spreading lies.^ Yet this is in the field of opinion we 
have ruled out, and anyway here again there is no bill of par- 
ticulars. 

There was, of course, the classic ''A Test of the News,” in 
which Walter Lippmann and Charles Merz measured the valid- 
ity of the New York Times* news of the Russian Revolution 
from 1917 to 1920, with results so unfavorable that the Times 
changed its news-gathering methods and even, many years later, 
made Merz its editor. That test, however, not only is old but is 
in the realm of politics that we have ruled out in an effort to 
isolate the pure journalistic germ. In fact, as far as I have been 
able to discover, the only systematic, objective study of news- 
paper accuracy was made by Professor Mitchell V. Charnley 
of the University of Minnesota in 1936.^^ It was a pioneering 
effort partly intended to devise a method. Regrettably, that 
method has not yet been applied on a wider scale. The Charnley 
test consisted in sending clippings of news stories — short items, 
long ones, reports of speeches, and reports of interviews — to the 
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sources of the news contained in them. The assumption was 
that these authorities were 100 per cent right in their judgment 
as to what constituted accuracy in the stories that concerned 
them. Since they might be considered as interested parties in 
the cause they were judging, this assumption must have 
weighted the scales against the press. 

In any event, a thousand news items from three Minneapolis 
dailies were sent out, each pasted to a pretested questionnaire 
by means of which the respondents’ comment as to accuracy 
could be classified. Of the 591 clippings that came back, 54 per 
cent were certified as completely accurate. This meant that they 
were not only free from typographical errors but also pure as 
to every name, title, age, address, place, time, and date men- 
tioned in them; that quotations were approved as completely 
accurate; that spelling and even grammar were right; and on 
top of that the stories as a whole were deemed correct as to 
meaning. This last was described to the respondents as follows: 

If the story errs in implication — in the impression it gives the 
reader, in emphasizing any point unduly or in failing to give any 
points due emphasis, in omitting information or details necessary 
to give the reader a fair understanding of its subject — please describe 
such errors below. 

Anyone who has been a reporter, and knows from experience 
how widely the judgment of news values varies — for example, 
between a minister whose sermon is written up and the reporter 
who writes the item — ^will not be surprised that Charnley found 
the errors in meaning to lead all the rest. Indeed, he himself 
warns us against accepting this verdict at its face value. 

Since, therefore, the test was made on so strict a basis, with 
every opportunity given to potential critics to detect the 
minutest flaw, a score of 54 per cent of the stories completely 
error-proof might be considered highly creditable for so way- 
ward a creature as the daily newspaper. Nevertheless, because 
the newspaper is our basic means of knowing what is happening 
round about us — that is, our chief link with the world we live 
in — this half-and-half performance leaves much to be desired. 
Some of the breakdowns, in particular, are not encouraging. For 
example, Charnley found by setting the total number of errors 
against the total number of stories returned that we could 
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expect about three errors in every four stories. Again, errors in 
names and titles seem to be entirely too high. But read the worst 
for yourself in one of Mr. Charnley’s tables, which gives an 
over-all view of the results: 


FREQUENCY OF DIFFERENT TYPES OF ERROR 



Short 

Straight 

News 

Stories 

Long 

Straight 

News 

Stories 

Speech 

Stories 

INTER’ 

VIEW 

Stories 

Total 

Stories accurate 

245 

47 

17 i 

10 , ■ ■ i 

319 

Stories inaccurate 

205 

35 

20 

12 

272 

Total stories 

450 

82 ! 

37 . '■ 

22 

591 

Errors in meaning 

76 

1 

18 

21 1 

6 

i 121 

Errors in names 

80 1 

6 

6 ! 

1 

93 

Errors in titles 

■62 1 

16 

5 

0 

83 

Mechanical errors 

21 

7 

1 

0 

29 

Errors in figures 

18 

3 

0 

0 

21 

Errors in times 

18 

1 

0 

1 

20 

Errors in places 

14 

3 

■■ ,0 ' 

0 

17 

Errors in quotations ■ 

7 

2 

4 

4 

17 

Errors in addresses 

12 

1 

0 

0 

13 

Errors in dates 

12 

0 

1 

0 

13 

Errors in spelling 

9 

2 

0 

i 2 

13 

Errors in grammar 

8 

1 

0 

0 

9 

Errors in ages 

3 

0 

0 

3 

6 

Total errors 

340 

60 

! 38 

i 17 

455 

Previous errors repeated 

48 

t 11 

; ^ 

' :v2 ■ 

66 


A base of fewer than 600 news stories from three papers all 
in one city in a short period of time is not large enough to sup- 
port an indictment of the entire American press. Yet I doubt 
if many newspapermen would be disposed to argue that 
Charnley’s findings are unrepresentative of our journalism as 
a whole, good, bad, and indifferent. Besides, there is enough in 
the test itself to hint that the common attitude toward news- 
paper accuracy has at least a ponderable basis in fact. And 
finally there are confessions from within the ranks, like this 
one from James S. Pope, managing editor of the Courier-Journal 
in Louisville: 
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I do not think you can successfully deny that most of the news- 
papers in this country have grossly neglected the fundamental 
principle of accuracy. If I were going to generalize on this question, 
I am afraid I believe that a miserable job of reporting is being 
done.’^® 

Now that we have an airtight case against that culprit, the 
newspaper, let us see what there may be in the way of extenu- 
ating circumstances. For while extenuating circumstances can- 
not lessen the crime, they may lead us to look upon the guilty 
with understanding and perhaps even compassion. In similar 
circumstances the courts usually look into the environment of 
the delinquent. If we do that we find a ready source of error 
in the complexities amid which journalism must be practiced. 
With a daily Niagara of words to be rushed through the process 
of writing, transmitting, editing, headlining, typesetting, and 
make-up mistakes are inevitable. Perfection is impossible in the 
face of the task to be done in the time available. 

Speaking once of how charitable we ought to be in weighing 
the daily newspaper’s many sins. Dr. Douglas S. Freeman, editor 
of the Richmond Nevus Leader, pointed to the size of its task. 
There were probably, he said, 5,000 statements of fact in the 
ordinary newspaper. I asked my collaborator on this chapter 
to make an independent audit of Dr. Freeman’s estimate by 
counting the number of facts in a sample newspaper. He took 
a copy of the Omaha Morning World-Herald (circulation 100,- 
000) — a Saturday issue and therefore a thin one, running to 
eighteen standard-size pages. Then came the question as to what 
constitutes a fact. In order to make the task manageable, he 
decided to count each unit of information as a fact, rather than 
to split the news into its basic atoms. Splitting it that fine would 
have been justified, of course, because each fragment might be 
wrong and might therefore count as a separate error, as it did 
in Professor Charnley’s survey mentioned above. My collabora- 
tor’s count of facts was, then, exceptionally conservative. Here, 
for example, is a sample fact from one front-page story. It tvas 
counted as one though its opportunities for error were multiple: 

New York., March 27 (AP) — William S. Parish, president of Stand- 
ard Oil Company (New Jersey), declared in a prepared statement 
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tonight synthetic butyl rubber samples developed by the company 
and the German firm, of LG. Farben Industrie were submittted to 
the United States government and private American concerns in 
1939, but ruled to be “of doubtful quality.” 

That is, to be sure, about as comprehensive an example as 
any of what was counted as a single fact. Others were consider- 
ably shorter. Anyway, with such a rough unit as his guide, my 
collaborator went through the paper from beginning to end — 
except for the advertisements — and found there were 3,078 
straight-news facts in it. The market pages, where stock and 
grain and similar prices were listed, naturally produced a 
further multitude of smaller facts. These came to 2,389, making 
a total of 5,467 statements of fact in this single edition of a news- 
paper. Dr. Freeman’s estimate is, therefore, more than corrobo- 
rated. Even if we omit the market tables — every item in which 
offers an opportunity for error — ^we still find that the ordinary 
medium-sized newspaper is likely to have some 3,000 state- 
ments of fact in every edition. 

What this means in the way of opportunities for error can be 
grasped if we break down the sample unit of fact quoted above 
into its component parts. Instead of counting that item as a 
single fact, then, it might have been scored as at least eleven, as 
follows: 

1. William S. Parish 

2. president of Standard Oil Company (New Jersey) 

3. declared in a prepared statement 

4. tonight ' 

5. synthetic butyl rubber samples 

6. developed by the company 

7. and the German firm of I.G. Farben Industrie 

8. w’-ere submitted to the United States government 

9. and private American concerns 

10. in 1939 

11. but ruled to be “of doubtful quality” 

All this, let us say it again, does not lessen by one bit the 
misstatements, the distortions, the confusions, that daily appear 
in our press. But taken together with the fact that the ordinary 
newspaper is put out in about eight hours, and some of its im- 
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portant news in a matter of minutes, it does begin to show why 
newspapers make mistakes. 

Scholars in particular forget the journalistie^^^^h^ of 

time when shaking their heads over newspaper inaccuracies. 
They contrast the newspapers' ’sloppiness with their own dis- 
cipline in the search for truth. They know what it is to take a 
relatively simple subject and track down its sources and pene- 
trate its intricacies; to ponder, to adjust and readjust, and then 
check and double-check for error. It is natural that so severe a 
standard of correctness should be kept in mind when trained 
minds contemplate the carelessness of the press — ^natural, but 
not fair. A news item is not the product of two years of hard 
work in the scholar’s study. It is the product of a few hours, or 
even minutes, of sweat. 

It is this time factor as well as carelessness that accounts for 
the prevalence of typographical errors. The results, obviously, 
are sometimes embarrassing as well as annoying. For the diffi- 
culties of attaining typographical perfection will make the Guild 
Reporter^ organ of the labor union known as the American 
Newspaper Guild, quote a Guild executive as saying, ‘*We have 
got to realize that we are dealing with the toughest, greediest, 
most reactionary set of employees in the United States," when 
it is obvious, seeing who was speaking, that he meant employers, 
not employees.^^ Again, a newspaper as careful as the New York 
Herald Tribune ^ when reporting a statement of Leon Hender- 
son as head of OPA, will make him say: . , don’t blame your 
Government. Blame it on the Germans and the Jews." Ob- 
viously again, it was a forgetful linotyper or some other erring 
human who made Henderson appear to say “Jews," when he 
had actually said “Japs." 

Related errors are those examples of mistaken identity, some- 
times embarrassing in the extreme, that pop unexpectedly out 
of typewriters, or get into print because someone going through 
a file of pictures forgets that eternal skepticism is the price 
of accuracy. Thus, when Charles H. Taylor of the Boston Globe 
died, one New York paper illustrated his obituary with a pic- 
ture of his father. General Charles H. Taylor, long since dead. 
Not to be outdone, another New York paper used a wholly 
irrelevant cut of the very much alive Walter M. Dear, publisher 
of the neighboring Jersey Journals 
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Far more important than mechanical and near-mechanical 
obstacles to accuracy, however, is the nature of journalism itself* 
The newspaper has to take in its stride anything under the sun. 
It cannot confine itself to the routine chitchat of home-town 
happenings, but must also report on the latest events in abstruse 
fields like science, economics, government, diplomacy, scholar- 
ship, art, and a thousand other specialties. Inevitably its attempts 
to do so get it into trouble. In the first place, it has to try to 
reduce all news, no matter what its intricacy, to a common 
denominator so low that the young lady from the deep South 
who didn't graduate from high school has a chance of getting 
its drift. This is the penalty of democracy, but the resulting 
oversimplification and error irritates the specialist. Moreover, 
every reader, whether specialist or not, considers himself an 
authority on practically everything in the paper. 

In this, journalism differs sharply from other human enter- 
prises requiring professional skill. If, for example, we suffer 
from a wheezy bronchial tube and consult a doctor he will 
mumble a few Latin words at us by way of identifying the ail- 
ment. We accept the evidence of his learning and meekly go to 
bed if he tells us to. So, too, a lawyer can make learned reference 
to the significance for our cause of the precedent established in 
Higginbottom v. Heathertop. We are helpless before him, and 
accept his superior authority without question. By contrast, a 
newspaper, even though it boasts a staff as disciplined, in- 
formed, and competent in its field as are the doctor or the 
lawyer in theirs, cannot fall back on professional abracadabra. 
Instead of hiding its mistakes as the lawyers do, if they can, or 
burying them as the doctors do, it flaunts them before the world 
in several different editions a day. Inevitably, then, the mis- 
takes of the professions or of business, with which we unthink- 
ingly compare journalistic mistakes, remain comparatively 
obscure. By contrast everyone knows about the newspapers' 
mistakes. It is nothing short of amazing how the sins of the 
reporter will find him out. Newspapermen may sometimes regret 
that the public does not read their offerings more eagerly, but 
let them make one mistake and, even though the mistake is so 
recondite that only one living expert knows enough to spot it 
and he is at the moment traveling in Zamboanga, you may be 
sure that some relentless attention-caller, knowing his interest 
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in the subject, will send him a clipping. Thereupon the paper 
gets one more letter regretting the lamentable inability of the 
press ever to get anything straight. 

Errors seem more prevalent in newspaper work than in other 
callings because of the publication before a universal audience. 
This means that each tyro reporter, whatever the subject he 
writes about, offers it for the inspection of the world’s great- 
est expert in that field. It holds true even if he writes a para- 
graph about a local fire, because some layman, seeing that fire, 
became in his own eyes an authority on it— even though his 
excited version, told to the neighbors in scorn of the newspaper 
that got it all wrong, is wholly subjective. At least it is not the 
distillation, as is the newspaper’s story, of what the police and 
the firemen and a host of contradictory witnesses said about it. 

One extenuating circumstance is the fact that accurate in- 
formation is sometimes hard to come by. Laymen find it diffi- 
cult to comprehend this. An acquaintance will tell them of some 
event, apparently out of his personal experience, in graphic 
detail. Coming thus directly from a person known to be honest, 
the story is fixed in the recipient’s mind as true. Yet systematic 
investigation might show it to be wholly fiction. 

We can see what tracking down this kind of thing involves 
from newspaper experience. John Lewellen, a feature writer 
for the Muncie Evening Press in Indiana, got a tip from his city 
editor about what sounded like a heartrending human-interest 
feature. It went like this: 

A Muncie man (name unknown) was driving into Muncie two 
or three days ago. A short way from the town he picked up two 
adults, a man and a woman. The woman had a baby at her breast. 
The couple was destitute and the motorist, feeling sorry for them, 
offered to get them something to eat when he reached Muncie. 
'Ton't mind the baby,” the woman said. dead.” 

Well, the baby had been dead for two days. The couple was trying 
to get to Indianapolis to give the dead infant a decent burial. They 
had relatives there. The motorist was so touched he took the man 
and his wife and the body of their baby on to Indianapolis.^® 

Lewellen was told that the manager of a typewriter office 
knew the motorist personally. He started there, but found 
himself shunted from person to person — fifteen in all. Each 
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one in turn was convinced that the man from whom he had 
heard the story had been the one who actually knew the motor- 
ist. This, by the way, is characteristic of the word-of-mouth 
stories that we accept with such faith from friends while we 
scorn what the papers print. But with much difficulty Lewellen 
checked his story through families, a church, a school, a business 
office, a barber shop, a garage, until he finally traced it to a 
cigar store. The manager had heard it from a cigar salesman 
traveling through. The manager was not fully convinced of the 
truth of the tale, as had been the others who passed it on toward 
the other end of the line, but his version did specify that the 
body of the baby had been turned over to the Marion County 
coroner at Indianapolis. At last Lewellen thought he had an 
authentic clue. But when he telephoned the coroner he once 
more drew a blank. The man had never heard of such a dead 
baby. 

Exhausted, Lewellen let it go at that. Instead of writing up 
the story he wrote an account of his efforts, beginning; 

The next time anyone cracks the inaccuracy of newspapers, I'm 
liable to crack him, unless I’m not feeling well. 

More than likely the guy who moans over the inaccuracy of the 
newspapers, the same day has repeated half a dozen stories he 
couldn’t verify with the aid of the Technocrats’ research depart- 
ment.^® 

A similar tale making the rounds during the war years was 
finally pinned do^vn by the Redlands Daily Facts, a small Cali- 
fornia paper. This time the story concerned a Los Angeles 
woman who, driving through Pomona with a friend, gave a 
soldier a lift to town. Since the soldier had no particular plans for 
spending his evening away from camp, the woman took him 
home to supper. On leaving, the soldier said her simple friendli- 
ness had given him the most pleasant experience he had had 
since joining the Army. And a few days later the woman was 
surprised to receive a complete set of table silver, which came 
to her house with the visiting card of Marshall Field IV, son 
of the department-store heir and publisher. He had been the 
soldier. 

Frank E. Moore, editor of the Daily Facts, decided to investi- 
gate. Here is the result: 
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In the first place, the woman who had brought the story to 
the paper had heard it from her husband, who had heard it from 
his father, who had heard it from his packing-house manager. 
The latter claimed to have heard it from Mrs. Corwin (the 
friend driving with the heroine of the tale when the soldier was 
picked up) or perhaps from somebody else. Mrs. Corwin laughed 
merrily at the editor’s telephone inquiry, and said that it hadn’t 
happened to her friend. She said she had heard it while six High- 
land women were driving to the Red Cross blood bank in 
Fontana, but she couldn’t remember which one had told it. 
Possibly it was Mrs. Kyle Alexander, who, she thought, was a 
friend of the lady Samaritan. A call to Mrs. Alexander, how- 
ever, showed only that she herself had heard it at a meeting in 
Los Angeles but couldn’t recall who had told it. And there the 
trail seemed to end. 

Next day, however, a friend called up Editor Moore, who 
had printed the tale with qualifications indicating his skepti- 
cism. The friend chided him for his doubts, assuring him that 
his own wife had seen the chest of silver, and that the story 
was true. A call to this supposed first actual witness brought no 
answer. But next day another caller arrived with the informa- 
tion that the woman to whom it had happened lived not in Los 
Angeles, but in Laguna, and that she had befriended the soldier 
not once, but several times. Furthermore, the silver had come 
not from the Marshall Field who was a World War 11 soldier 
but from his father. The baffled editor decided that this bit of 
information offered a way to find out for sure, and so wrote to 
Field himself. This was the reply: 

Dear Mr. Moore: 

Thank you for checking up on the story about my son. The story 
is not true. I think it actually springs from a story about myself in 
the last war, in which I sent a bunch of flowers to my hostess the 
next day. It did not include any silver. 

Yours very truly, 

Marshall Field 

Man is a perverse creature. He repeats as gospel the most base- 
less rumor, yet complains thp .what is in his paper is only a 
newspaper story. 
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IT’S ONLY A NEWSPAPER STORY 

Not only does everyone object to the weather, but in objecting^ 
to it everyone blames the newspaper for a fault that is clearly 
not its own. For who has not celebrated some miserable day 
with an exchange of greetings along these lines? 

''Good morning. My, isn’t it raining!” 

"Yes. And the paper said it was going to be nice today.” 

"Oh, well, you never can believe what you read in the papers 
anyway.” 

A moment’s reflection, time for which is somehow never 
taken, shows that the newspaper has but one source of weather 
predictions, the nearest United States Weather Bureau. If, 
therefore, your paper prophesies that today will be sunny and 
warmer with gentle winds, and if on the strength of that you 
leave your umbrella at home only to be soaked in a downpour 
later, then your righteous indignation ought to be directed at 
the Weather Bureau, or perhaps at the imperfect state of meteor* 
ological science, but certainly not at your newspaper. It was 
merely reporting truthfully and accurately exactly what the 
Weather Bureau had said. 

The weather news is, moreover, a simple illustration of a 
common but mistaken reason for the belief that newspapers are 
inaccurate. We think of the paper not as the reporter that it is, 
but as the originator of what we read in it. Yet, whatever news- 
papers report, they get from some source; and, while they get 
their facts wrong all too often, nevertheless it is frequently the 
source and not the newspaper that is in error. Suppose that a 
wartime news story had read: “Two Japanese cruisers, a de- 
stroyer, and three large merchant vessels have been sunk off 
New Guinea by an American task force at a cost of one escort 
vessel, the Navy Department announced tonight.” Then sup- 
pose, as happened in the first two years of the war, that it turned 
out that our own losses had actually been heavier than those of 
the Japanese. Most readers, not making the distinction between 
the newspaper and the source, would say once more that the war 
news was just a newspaper story. Yet the newspaper story in this 
particular example was 100 per cent correct. The newspaper did 
not say the Japanese losses were heavy, and ours light. It merely 
reported that the Navy Department gave out those figures — 
which was precisely what happened* 

There is a corollary to this tradition of heaping the sins of 
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Others upon the head of journalism, and that is the habit public 
men have of calling the newspapers liars when they themselves 
are lying. It is a habit peculiarly common to men in govern- 
mental office, including the highest. Successive British Prime 
Ministers and successive American Presidents have indulged 
in it. r 

Sometimes, painful though it is, there is no alternative; for, 
if a reporter publishes a truth that is politically inexpedient or 
perhaps even nationally disastrous when it leaks out, the official 
concerned feels he simply has to deny it. The trouble is that we 
all are inclined to see a national disaster in a published report 
which actually is nothing but a personal embarrassment to us. 
Perhaps it is not even that, but only a case of the cat being let 
out of the bag before we are ready to startle the world with the 
news ourselves. In any case, it is an occupational propensity of 
men in public office to hold close to their chests information 
that it would do no harm to publish, or in which the harm 
caused by denial may be greater than that caused by forthright 
publication. Nor are men in government the only sinners, for 
the same is done by businessmen, labor leaders, university presi- 
dents, and, indeed, by men prominent in all callings. The 
temptation seems to seize ail who emerge from obscurity far 
enough to get themselves into the news. 

This is not to say that persons who deny the truth of published 
reports are always wrong, and that the newspapers always right. 
Far from it. I have before me a 1940 clipping from the respon- 
sible New York Times, with the headline, “Miss Perkins Quits 
Cabinet: Views Her Job as Finished.” The story goes on to say 
with equal finality: “Miss Frances Perkins, Secretary of Labor 
since 1933 and only woman member of President Roosevelt’s 
Cabinet, has resigned and the President has accepted her resig- 
nation, it was learned authoritatively last night.” Where there 
was that much smoke there was doubtless some fire. The T imes 
must have been convinced by the source of its information, ob- 
viously close to Miss Perkins, that her resignation had occurred. 
Yet it was only after President Roosevelt’s death — more than 
four years later — that Miss Perkins resigned. 

The public assumes this kind of error to be the norm, when 
actually it is not. Certainly, I have had no difficulty in gathering 
examples of official denials of published statements known to 
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be true by those who denied them. Take this characteristic one 
from Louisville. The Courier-Journal published a local story 
to the effect that residents of a community known as Beechmont 
were annoyed by the unpleasant sights and smells in their 
streets growing out of a lack of garbage collection.-" Prime 
source of the paper’s story was O. E. Hoffman, secretary of the 
Beechmont Civic Club. No sooner was the item published, 
however, than Mayor Wyatt branded the story as false. “I was 
at their meeting last night myself,” remarked His Honor, “and 
the garbage collection situation was not discussed. There were 
no fireworks at all.” The account of his remarks, as published in 
the afternoon Louisville Times j went on: 

Several club members, headed by O. E. Hoffman, Secretary, 
called at his office this morning and expressed amazement at the 
story, saying they did not recognize the quotations attributed to 
them, Wyatt added.^^ 

Next day there was another long story in the Courier- Journal* 
The officials concerned seemed to be much more polite about 
calling the paper a liar. The reason, says the managing editor, 
was this: 

You will notice that although we invited the Mayor to specify 
any falsity in our original story, nobody ever found anything false 
in it. Those who tried to hedge quickly closed up when they dis- 
covered that our reporter had taken down everything they said 
in shorthand. This is a secret weapon we are going to use more and 
more.^^ 

Another example, on a more important subject but no whit 
different in principle, is given by Westbrook Pegler. Here it 
is as he cited it: 

On June 21, 1917, American newspapers carried a United Press 
dispatch from Queenstown, Ireland, reporting that an American 
destroyer had fought a submarine and, “according to the belief 
expressed by the crew,” had rammed and sunk it. The story had 
passed censorship by a lieutenant commander on the staff of Vice- 
Admiral William S. Sims in the presence of the post censor, a 
British lieutenant commander. Two days later, that is, on June 23, 
the Associated Press carried a Queenstown dispatch reporting that 
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Admiral Sims, questioned about the UP story, had called it 
“absolutely false.” The UP reporter, thus publicly humiliated by an 
accusation of faking, was sent back to London. 

That reporter’s name was Westbrook Pegler. Twenty-three years 
later he came upon official Navy records that showed that on June 
20, 1917, or three days before Admiral Sims had publicly called the 
story absolutely false, the Admiral had reported to the Navy as 
follows: “It is reasonably certain now that the O’Brien [the destroyer 
in question] destroyed the submarine mentioned.” Pegler also 
turned up a report dated June 19 from the O’Brien’s skipper that 
unmistakably confirmed the truth of his story.®® 

Why would an American admiral, obviously an honest and 
an upright man, do such a thing? Possibly because Pegler’s 1917 
story mentioned depth bombs — at that time secret weapons. 
Perhaps, even though the censors had passed it, the Admiral 
judged it a matter for secrecy. Certainly, some such private judg- 
ment as to what is the public interest often prompts public men 
to deny what they know to be true, and leads them to hold 
honest men up to contempt as fakers when they know them to 
be right. 

Possibly the tendency to discredit the press as a source of in- 
formation does more harm than good. For if the assumption 
of this book is sound — namely, that the press and the related 
media of information constitute a fourth branch of government, 
unofficial but essential to its functioning — then the official habit 
of hiding behind “It’s only a newspaper story” undermines a 
part of democracy itself. Perhaps, therefore, democracy would 
be healthier if the men whose positions get them into the news 
would come clean more often. It can be done. A month before 
the invasion of Sicily, for example, Winston Churchill said in 
public that “brilliant prospects lie before us.” Apparently, the 
phrase called up one of those waves of overoptimism for which 
the people of wartime Britain and America were so often taken 
to task by their officials. But instead of denying that he had 
uttered the words in question, or taking refuge behind a com- 
plaint about “the mystifying misinterpretations of my remarks 
in the press” or other familiar circumlocutions, Churchill stood 
before the House of Commons and said: 

I am sorry that a few days agOi in the press of travel and affairs, 

I let slip the expression “brilliant nfosnects lie before us.” I would 
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prefer to substitute the words brighter and solid prospects lie 
before us/' That, I think, would be more appropriate and becoming 
ia. such anxious : d 

'Unhappily confessions of error are rare. 

By now the reader is, I trust, thoroughly confused. Beginning 
with an indictment of newspaper accuracy that piled evidence 
on evidence to show the Fourth Estate could do little better than 
reach halfway toward perfection, this chapter has gone on to 
show how difficult newspaper accuracy is, and even to argue 
that newspapers are often right when the most honorable call 
them liars. Yet that confusion, that duality, represents the situ- 
ation as it is. Newspapers are by no means so accurate as they 
ought to be, but they are far more accurate than most persons 
give them credit for being. 

Perhaps we can sum it all up with a tale told by Vilhjalmur 
Stefansson.^’’ Exhaustive research by Stefansson turned up an 
amazing series of facts that started in the New York Evening 
Mail of December 28, 1917, with an article by Henry Louis 
Mencken on the history of the bathtub in America that read as 
though it were based on the utmost knowledge of bathtubs. It 
told how in the 1830’s Adam Thompson of Cincinnati, seeing 
a bathtub on a trip to England, had been so impressed that he 
had a seven-by~four-foot beauty made of mahogany and lined 
with lead for his home in 1842. There followed a long history, 
with minutiae about ordinances in Philadelphia and Boston, 
forbidding bathing as dangerous to health, medicaP disapproval 
of bathing, a tax of $30 a year on bathtubs, and so on, in full 
detail. 

For all its learned appearance, Mencken's tale was a hoax. 
And yet, as the years rolled on, the supposed facts continued to 
reappear in the most respectable of places. A former Health 
Commissioner of New York used some in a broadcast over 
WEAF (now WNBC). One of its spurious dates crept into 
Hans Zinsser’s Rats, Lice and History, Feature articles, technical 
articles, scholarly articles, all showed traces of Mencken's spoof- 
ing. The New York Herald Tribune, in 1946, quoted some of 
its more colorful, but wholly false/dates and facts in an edi- 
torial.^® All this still goes on, despite the fact that Mencken long 
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history. In 1926, nine years after his original sin, he wrote a 
retraction of the tale, pointing to inconsistencies and absurdities 
in it as proof, hoping in this way to make the truth more promi- 
nent in the record than the original fiction. And, sure enough, 
at the time, the denial received far more space than the Evening 
Mail feature had had in 1917. It was published in thirty news- 
papers. One of them, the Boston Herald, put the story of 
Mencken’s retraction, tvith its clear exposure of the falsity of all 
the original misinformation, on a prominent page under a 
four-column headline. “Three weeks later,” comments Mr. 
Stefansson, “the same paper reprinted, as a piece of news, the 
substance of the story as it had originally appeared in 1917.” 



CHAPTER XII I 


CENSORSHIP: SOLDIER VS. FOURTH ESTATE 


In the twenty-four centuries since the republic of Rome gave 
them their name, censors have sought to regulate an amazing 
range of human conduct. Even today, in this land of freedom, 
there is considerable state, church, and unofficial censorship of 
moral, social, and political matters. This chapter, however, is 
not concerned with such manifestations of sumptuary censor- 
ship; it seeks only to evaluate what happens when, under the 
compulsion of war, we censor information that is of value to the 
enemy. Though World War II has long since become history, 
there is more than historical value in such an evaluation. It 
is a necessary introduction to a study of the continuing psycho- 
logical warfare of peace, otherwise known as the cold war. 

Military censorship, as a whole, is too vast a subject for 
examination here. Let Byron Price, director of the wartime 
Office of Censorship, explain: 

The way our budget is set up, 861/2 per cent is for the censorship 
of international mail, lH/ per cent is for the censorship of cable- 
grams, radio telegraph, radio telephone and land wires; li/ per cent 
is for administration, and one-half of 1 per cent is for . • * censor- 
ship of all domestic media of news dissemination,^ 

169 
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The censorship of press, radio, and other instruments of the 
Fourth Estate that took only one-half of 1 per cent of Director 
Price’s budget is our subject. 

There is an irreconcilable conflict between the soldier and 
the newspaperman; for, while it is the business of the newspaper- 
man to dig continually for the news, it is the business of the 
soldier, in wartime at least, to keep dark what he is doing. The 
soldier’s disinclination to publish anything is justified by the 
necessity for victory. He knows from experience that the most 
innocent bit of information, when the enemy puts it with 
similar bits, can betray him. Accordingly the soldier dislikes a 
reporter who snoops around for information with what seems 
to him to be a careless regard for the nation’s security. Besides, 
the soldier’s training leaves him largely innocent of the values 
of the Fourth Estate, so that he is likely to think of it — as did 
Brigadier General Johnson Hagood during World War I — ^as 
made up of persons whose heads “are full of mush about the 
God-given rights of a free press.’’ ® Therefore, he asks to be let 
alone in accomplishing the task for which he has been trained. 

There is, however, an equal justification for the newspaper’s 
desire to publish. War does not suddenly confer upon the polit- 
ical, military, and naval leadership of the state a monopoly of 
wisdom it did not have in peace. Censorship not only conceals 
military information from the enemy, but also hides from the 
people any mistakes, incompetencies, corruption, or political 
manipulation there may be in high places. 

One can see this by looking back. In the early years of World 
War I the Northcliffe papers bitterly attacked the British gov- 
ernment. Their campaign was publicizing truths that were hid- 
den behind the wall of censorship and complacency. In order 
to reveal the desperate shortage of high-explosive shells and the 
need for conscription, the papers attacked even Lord Kitchener, 
the Secretary of State for War. “Shush!” replied the Asquith 
government, the rival newspapers, and the Better People gen- 
erally. “Shush! We are doing the best that can be done; but 
you are betraying the country.” There was a burst of anger 
against such a journalistic upsetting of the patriotic applecart; 
but in the end the new post of Minister of Munitions was given 
to Lloyd George, production of shells and machine guns was 
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increased, and conscription was adopted.® It is possible that, had 
the Northcliffe press been muzzled, the British — and we — 
would have lost the war. 

Inevitably, the struggle between secrecy and publication lasts 
as long as the war. Its effects are far from happy. For much is 
published that were far better kept quiet; and much is sup- 
pressed that were better published. You may remember, for 
example, when the French liner Normandie burned and turned 
over at its pier, just before it was to go into the service of our 
navy. Shortly before, a reporter for PM had gotten on the ship 
without authorization, there to find much carelessness and 
laxity, with the accompanying risk of sabotage and fire. When 
PM submitted the reporter's story to the Navy for publication, 
however, permission to use it was forbidden and the reporter 
was warned to watch his step. Had the paper thumbed its nose 
at the censor and published the story, there might have been 
enough of a public outcry to force a tightening of supervision. 
In other words, disregard of the censor might have saved this 
ship at the time of our greatest need. 

War censorship, then, constitutes a dilemma, in which we are 
damned if we do and damned if we don't. Faced with such a 
choice, most of us decide to be damned if we do. We favor the 
soldier, as against the Fourth Estate, and cheerfully allow the 
news to be suppressed; for, as Mr. Price himself put it, our 
basic consideration is “that none of us shall provide the enemy, 
by design or inadvertence, with information which will help 
him kill Americans." * 

Yet it remains true that, other things being equal, censorship 
is a confession of weakness. We can see this in our own moves 
toward a less stringent suppression of strictly military news, 
as we turned from the defeats of 1941-1942 toward victory. 
In the spring of 1942, when the gargantuan bomber plant at 
Willow Run was completed, Charles E. Sorensen, Ford vice 
president, saw no reason for censoring its secrets, “Bring the 
Germans and Japs in to see it — Hell, they’d blow their brains ' 
out," he said.® By 1943, even with victory two years away, 
Donald M, Nelson of the War Production Board said that our 
production situation had become so favorable that publishing 
figures about it, instead of giving aid and comfort to the 
enemy, would do just the opposite.^ The same principle could 
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be seen in a strictly military setting when, shortly before the 
capitulation of Japan, our B-29’s dropped leaflets over eleven 
Japanese cities, warning the residents that they were to be 
bombedJ This advance warning of the atomic bomb was a 
spectacular reversal of army policy in the early days of the war. 
We can set it down that the better a war — or anything else — is 
going, the less censorship there is. 

While censorship works in a variety of ways, it is divisible into 
three basic patterns: preventive censorship, punitive censorship, 
and censorship at the source. 

The first, preventive censorship, is what most of us think of 
when the subject is discussed. It is typified by a stock figure, 
who with blue pencil cuts the heart out of a piece of writing 
before it is cabled, printed, or otherwise disseminated among 
the people. Preventive censorship was, incidentally, the first to 
be hit upon when the invention of printing made the spread 
of ideas to the mass of people possible, and so gave the author- 
ities of church and state occasion for suppressing writings that 
seemed subversive. The Borgia Pope Alexander Vi’s original 
Bull of 1501 against unlicensed printing was a form of preven- 
tive censorship. And the modus operandi of this kind of censor- 
ship was well stated in one of the early secular censorships, a 
ruling of the Scottish Estates in 1551. Under it, all printing was 
prohibited “unto the tyme the samin be sene, vewit and examit 
be sum wyse and discreit persounis depute thairto.” ® 

In comparison with preventive censorship, punitive censor- 
ship seems liberal. Instead of forbidding publication of an unap- 
proved text it leaves the decision to the individual who wants 
to print. He is, however, held responsible. Our peacetime libel 
laws are an example; under them an author or publisher is free 
to say anything he likes, but is accountable if later he is adjudged 
to have violated the law. Again, our censorship in both world 
wars belonged to the family of punitive censorships. No censor 
was physically present in editorial offices and broadcasting 
studios to say what might or might not be published. News- 
papers and newscasters were merely “requested” by the Office 
of Censorship not to reveal certain kinds of information. Behind 
that request, however, were the Espionage Act of 1917, as 
amended, and the first War Powers Act of 1941. Thus even 
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though no penalties were invoked, our so-called “voluntary 
censorship’" was actually a punitive censorship. 

When liberally administered as was our wartime censorship, 
punitive censorship is less formidable than preventive censor- 
ship. But the severity of any censorship depends more on the 
spirit and purpose with which it is enforced than on the partic- 
ular brand used. Nazi Germany prided itself on using punitive 
rather than preventive censorship upon American and other 
foreign correspondents. Indeed, the Goebbels ministry boasted 
that Germany had no censorship, for were not the correspond- 
ents free to cable anything they chose? They were; but they had 
to send only the kind of copy considered fair by Dr. Goebbels, 
and punitive action, in the shape of expulsion— frequently re- 
sorted to — was always there. 

The Nazi version of punitive censorship was reinforced, more- 
over, by a management so extreme that no news, except the 
Nazi product, was available. This was a manifestation of the 
third kind of censorship, censorship at the source. It is not 
usually catalogued as censorship, because it applies to news 
and not to the propagation of heretical ideas that has kept busy 
so many of the censors of history. The churches, for example, 
have had little need for censorship at the source. Their prob- 
lem has been to prevent the spread of ideas deemed false or 
dangerous, and because such ideas hardly originate in church 
headquarters, there is little occasion for bottling them there. 

It is different with political and military news. Here head- 
quarters produce the hottest kind of information. Hence mili- 
tary audrorities formulating strategic plans must, and political 
news managers do, sit on the news at the source as the easiest 
means of preventing its circulation. Furthermore, censorship 
at the source, while obviously practiced from antiquity, has 
become increasingly important with the growth of mass com- 
munications. Because, in modern warfare, the home front is 
just as important to victory as the fighting front, the definition 
of military information has been so widened that it is often im- 
possible to say whether a given item of information is military 
or political. Sometimes it is both. Therefore, those in authority 
hide facts on the plea of patriotism and military information, 
while the opposition complains that the facts are concealed for 
political purposes. During the last war the tangled situation 
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caused much irritation in this country and in Britain. The 
storms that beat about the Roosevelt administration in the 
war years are still not forgotten. Apparently it was the same in 
Britain. At any rate, the anonymous Sagittarius was moved, 
after two years of war characterized by suppression of the facts, 
to contribute six biting stanzas on the subject to the New States- 
man and Nation, ot which this is a sample: 

What are the facts? Are they sunny or sinister? 

Ignorant queries are here out of place; 

All we can read is the face of a Minister 

Pallid from looking the facts in the face.® 

When we turn to the uses to which censorship has been put 
in American wars, we soon see that, however irritating sup- 
pression of the facts may be, there is all too often justification 
for it. There are interesting precedents and examples from 
1776, 1812, and 1846, but the Civil War provides the object 
lesson for those who grow restive at censorship. On the Southern 
side, the newspapers were, for the most part, well behaved. 
Because they were less ambitious ai}.d less efficient news-gatherers 
than the Northern papers, they rarely revealed important in- 
formation to the enemy, and never meddled unduly in the 
prosecution of the war.^“ In fact, the Northern generals and 
the Lincoln administration were envious of the comparative 
discipline of the Southern press. But one factor that made that 
discipline possible, an official press association, was not imitated 
by the North. 

On the contrary, the Federal authorities indulged in arbitrary 
suppressions, falsifications, and stupidities. These were more 
than matched, however, with irresponsibility and indeed dis- 
affection by the press. Throughout the war, the Army com- 
plained that the newspapers betrayed its attempts to take ad- 
vantage of secrecy and surprise. No wonder that William 
Tecumseh Sherman, when told at Vicksburg that a shell had 
killed three correspondents, is said to have remarked: “Good! 
Now we’ll have news from hell before breakfast.” 

More amazing even than the newspapers’ disregard of the 
dementary necessities of censorship was the unsympathetic atti- 
tude of many a Northern editor. One of the worst of the Copper- 
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heads was the ' GMcago by Wilbur F. 

Storey, who aiuiouuced it as his purpose “To Raise Hell and 
Sell Newspapers!''; He succeeded' 'in doing both, and was so 
traitorous in ■ the process that in 1863 General Ambrose E, 
Burnside suppressed the paper by military force — an action 
promptly reversed by President Lincoln, One can sympathize 
with the General, even though his method has become a land- 
mark in the record of how not to handle a recalcitrant press. 

More than thirty years after the Civil War, when for a few 
ebullient months we fought Spain, we made an even poorer 
showing. One historian of that compound of tragedy and opera 
bouff^j Walter Millis, sums it up this way: 

The war correspondents, flocking into every camp, every naval 
station and every possible or impossible theater of action, loaded 
down the wires with detailed accounts of every move made or con- 
templated. Any feeble opposition put up by the browbeaten author- 
ities on the score of secrecy was imperiously brushed aside. After 
all, if it was not the newspapers* war, whose war was it? 

When less than two decades later we found ourselves in 
World War I we were a diflferent nation. The United States, 
and indeed the world of 1917,, had already assumed a family 
resemblance to the world of today, and one reflection of that 
fact was our newspapers* essentially responsible treatment of 
war and war news. Both the cynically irresponsible Civil War 
journalism and the comic-opera journalism that had fanned the 
flames of the war with Spain were left behind. Months before we 
plunged into that war, the Army, Navy, and other branches of 
the government had become concerned because there was no 
provision for censorship in event of war. As early as 1916 a 
joint Army-Navy board had recommended a law under which 
censorship of military information might be established during 
a national emergency by presidential proclamation. And on 
June 9 of that year the War Department actually began to 
censor military information by bottling it up at the source, in 
a Bureau of Information. Chief of that bureau was a young 
officer, a certain major named Douglas MacArthur.^® And when 
the Congress that was to declare a state of war met on April 2, 
1917, there began a long debate over censorship by law. 
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Happily, no press-censorship law was passed, largely because, 
before the debate ended, the press had already been taken care 
of by a voluntary censorship. This was something new and 
peculiarly American in the history of censorship, and despite 
the forebodings of the soldiers and the high-pressure patriots, 
it worked. In fact, it worked so well that it became the model 
for security regulations in World War II. This 1917 variation 
on the ancient theme of censorship grew out of requests for 
voluntary cooperation by the press, made by the Army and the 
Navy before the war came, when they found themselves without 
legal means for compelling suppression. There followed -a con- 
siderable debate over what form of censorship might be desir- 
able, and within a week after the congressional declaration that 
a state of war existed the Secretaries of State, War, and Navy 
recommended, in a letter to the President, the formation of a 
committee that would both censor military information and 
publish legitimate war information. “It is our opinion,” they 
wrote, “that the two functions^ — censorship and publicity— can 
be joined in honesty and with profit, and we recommend the 
creation of a Committee on Public Information.” On the 
following day the President set up such a committee by exec- 
utive order. It consisted of a Wilsonian journalist, George Creel, 
as chairman, plus the three secretaries that had made the recom- 
mendation. Because the committee was charged not only with 
administering a voluntary censorship on information of value 
to the enemy, but also with conducting an informational cam- 
paign about the war here and abroad, it combined the functions 
that in World War II were lodged separately in the Office of 
Censorship and the Office of War Information. As for censor- 
ship, however. Creel protested later in his apologia that there 
had been no such thing: 

The fantastic legend that associated gags and muzzles with [the 
Creel Committee’s] work may be likened only to those trees which 
are evolved out of the air by Hindu magicians and which rise, grow 
and flourish in gay disregard of such usual necessities as roots, sap, 
and sustenance. In no degree was the Committee an agency of cen- 
sorship, a machinery of concealment or repression. Its emphasis 
throughout was on the open and the positive. At no point did it 
seek or exercise authorities under those war laws that limited the 
freedom of speech and press.^^ 
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The italics are CreeFs, and his statement is emphatic. Yet, 
what he meant by denying the existence of censorship was 
only that there rvas no preventive censorship. He himself con- 
fesses two pages later that there was an unmistakable censorship: 

A voluntary censorship agreement safeguarded military informa- 
tion of obvious value to the enemy, but in all else the rights of the 
press were recognized and furthered. 

This censorship was embodied in a statement specifying 
'hvhat the government asks of the press/’ sent by the Creel 
Committee to editors and publishers. It was a list of eighteen 
types of information (beginning with “advance information of 
the routes and schedules of troop movements”) that the papers 
were asked not to mention.^^ The whole proceeded, as Creel 
said, properly and inevitably from the necessities of war. 

His brand of censorship, then, took care of the standard news 
about military plans and happenings. Unfortunately, that was 
not all there was to censorship in World War I. In the Espionage 
Act of June 15, 1917, the Trading with the Enemy Act of 
October 6 that year, and the amendment to the Espionage Act 
known as the Sedition Act of May 16, 1918, there was far 
stronger medicine. Though Creel denies that the Committee 
on Public Information had occasion to use them, these statutes 
stood behind the voluntary censorship and so provided the 
accustomed punitive sanction for it. More important, they were 
the occasion for the unhappy list of oppressions of pacifist, 
leftist, labor, and liberal groups by the Post OfRce Department 
and the Department of Justice that darkened World War I 
and the years immediately after it. These un-American laws, 
some of which are still in force today, demonstrated that when- 
ever censorship is applied for military and patriotic reasons it 
brings censorship for social and political reasons in its train. 

Censorship in World War II also began before war itself. The 
first step was taken December 31, 1940, when Secretary of the 
Navy Frank Knox broadcast what he called a confidential letter 
to 5,000 newspaper, radio, and picture editors, asking “avoid- 
ance of publicity” on practically all Navy news except recruit- 
ing, unless officially announced.^^ The following March 24 the 
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Secretary enlarged his original request to include news, photo- 
graphs, or broadcasts of British ships that came to our ports 
for repair under the newly passed Lend-Lease Act. 

A few days later, April 6, H.M.S. Malay a steamed into New 
York harbor. Commuters, strollers on Staten Island or the Bat- 
tery, and the German Consulate had an excellent view of the 
battleship and of the collision mats covering the hole made by a 
torpedo. That night, British sailors, with the telltale “Malaya” 
on their hatbands, talked in New York’s restaurants and bars 
of having been torpedoed March 20 while on North Atlantic 
convoy duty. It is possible that the British deliberately flaunted 
the Malaya’s arrival in order to dramatize their life-and-death 
struggle, from which so many Americans still felt themselves 
remote. In any case, the morning after her arrival, the isola- 
tionist New York Daily News splashed an air photo of the dam- 
aged ship on its front page, and the interventionist New York 
Herald Tribune ran a story illustrated with a stock picture of 
the Malaya. The other New York papers heeded Secretary 
Knox’s request to keep mum, despite the fact that no fourth-rate 
spy could have missed the facts. Thereupon Secretary Knox 
praised the silent papers, and said of the News and Herald 
Tribune, without mentioning them by name, “This sort of re- 
porting is of inestimable value to the Germans.” The Daily 
News retorted editorially that, because papers could differ in 
their judgment as to the need for suppressing such a public 
event, there should be an official censorship that would say 
Yes or No. President Roosevelt joined in to remark that such 
excuses were the lamest he had ever read; and only after weeks 
of bickering was the incident filed away as experience. 

Before long, other requests were made of the press. But it was 
not until the attack on Pearl Harbor that the debate over censor- 
ship was settled as an incident to settling the long and acrimoni- 
ous debate over whether we should, or would, get into the war. 
The shock of the Japanese attack led the White House at once 
to clamp down a censorship at the source, reminiscent of the old 
skipper who wanted nothing but silence, and damn little of 
that. In fact, the President announced a censorship at the 
source in so many words; for at a press conference on December 
9 he reserved to himself and the heads of the War and Navy 
departments the right of decision over what news might be 
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released. He ' also ' laid d^ rules for the press: 

fo-st, the news it published mm be true; and second, it must 
not give aid and comfort to the enemyd^ And the coming of 
open warfare automatically put into effect the wartime pro- 
visions of the laws surviving from World War I, and led to 
passage of the first War Powers Act, signed by the President, 
December 18, 1941. The net effect was to give us laws that, 
while wide open to abuse, were more liberal than those of the 
previous war, because the Sedition Act was not revived. In addi- 
tion, the administration of these laws did far less violence to 
civil liberties in World War II than in 1918. They w^ere, how- 
ever, on the books, and provided a club with which to hold in 
line anyone who might jump over the traces of voluntary con- 
trol. 

Censorship of press and radio was put into effect December 
19, 1941, twelve days after Pearl Harbor. On that day, the 
President, acting under the first War Powers Act, established an 
Office qf Censorship and appointed a director. The man picked 
was Byron Price, able executive news editor of the Associated 
Press. It was an excellent choice, for both press and radio knew 
him as one of themselves, and had full confidence in him. They 
were, furthermore, reassured by the tone of the President's 
announcement, which began: 

All Americans abhor censorship, just as they abhor war. But the 
experience of this and of ail other nations has demonstrated that 
some degree of censorship is essential in wartime, and we are at war. 

The important thing is that such forms of censorship as are 
necessary shall be administered effectively and in harmony with the 
best interests of our free institutions.^^ 

Within a month — that is, on January 15, 1942 — Price issued 
codes of wartime practices for press and radio. They constituted 
a censorship as gentle as the necessities of war allowed, being 
offered, like Creel's, not as commands but as practices '‘which 
the government feels are desirable for effective prosecution of 
the war.'* Price based the practices on two points: first, that the 
outcome of the war was of vital concern to every American; 
and second, that information that helped the enemy weakened 
the security of our armed forces and even of our homes and 
liberties. After asking editors to accept these points, he added: 
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The result of such a process will hardly represent "business as 
usual" on the news desks of the country. On the contrary, it will 
mean some sacrifice of the journalistic enterprise of ordinary times. 
But it will not mean a news or editorial black-out. It is the hope 
and expectation of the Office of Censorship that the columns of 
American publications will remain the freest in the world, and will 
tell the story of our national successes and shortcomings accurately 
and in much detail. 

As the war went on, and particularly after it took a turn for 
the better. Price issued successive revisions and clarifications of 
his code that were progressively more liberal. For example, the 
revision of February 1, 1943, promoted to the inside cover of 
the texts, under the heading “Special Note.” a point that had 
been put obscurely at the end of the original newspaper code. It 
made curious reading in the light of continued editorial restive- 
ness at censorship, for it pointed out that, should any authority 
anywhere in the country request a suppression that seemed un- 
reasonable, “you are at liberty to appeal at once to the Office 
of Censorship.” Here was the boss censor asserting his authority 
against self-appointed helpers — of whom there were many 
among the local satraps of Army, Navy, and civilian govern- 
ment about the country, as well as in the seats of the mighty 
in Washington. Price went further. In a note to editors sent 
over the press association wires, December 10, 1943, on the eve 
of another revision, he cautioned editors against accepting orders 
as to what they might or might not publish. Here was neivs of 
the man-bites-dog type, for the censor was worried lest the edi- 
tors censor too much: 

I solicit your continued cooperation to see . . , that a dangerous 
psychology of overcensorship is not created throughout the land by 
the activities of a miscellany of volunteer firemen. . . . 

Many of you have been led by overzealousness to withhold in- 
formation having no security value, on the advice of persons having 

no authority .22 

On occasion, Price had to vary his tone by issuing warnings 
to the press, such as gossiping on the eve of the invasion of 
Western Europe.®^ But one begins to see why, under Price and 
his staff, censorship has worked as well as it can ever work. He 
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understood his new job; but he also understood from lifelong 
experience the intangibles that go to make up the Fourth Estate. 
Being a newspaperman, he could reconcile, so far as they can be 
reconciled, the opposing needs of soldier and press. In this way 
he avoided the mistakes many censors make. 

It is, in fact, far easier to make good censors out of newspaper- 
men than it is out of soldiers or militarized laymen. The 
reason is, I think, that all of us are censors at heart anyway. Put 
into uniform or othertvise, given authority to say what may or 
may not be printed, and backed by the majesty of the fact that 
the nation is in danger, we take pleasure in saying No to the 
reporters, editors, and publishers we have long wanted to tell 
off anyway. Besides, most of us accept as authoritative our own 
judgment on matters of writing, news, public opinion, and 
censorship. We all read and -write. We all hear and read the 
news every day. There seems to be nothing esoteric about it, 
as there is about other professions. Hence it never occurs to us 
that matters of writing news, public opinion, and censorship 
may constitute a discipline as complex as that of law or medi- 
cine, which a lifetime of experience and study is not enough 
to encompass. The result is that men in authority see no in- 
consistency in appointing as censor a man without training in 
this discipline, or without realization of how and why it forms 
the backbone of democracy. They would never dream of putting 
a reporter on the bench, in charge of a power plant, or in com- 
mand of an aircraft carrier; but they see no harm in taking a 
lawyer, an engineer, or an admiral and making him a censor, 
with absolute power over some segment of the news that goes to 
make the rvorld in which the nation lives. Hence the annoy- 
ance of editors, and the frustration of correspondents at the 
fronts and in the warring capitals, who during the war tried 
to give the American people an account of how their fate w^as 
being decided. 

It w^as, I submit, because Byron Price understood thoroughly 
the fundamentals of the Fourth Estate that he was able to make 
the part of the censorship under his jurisdiction — that is, every- 
thing but the political, military, and naval censorship at the 
source, in Washington and in the field — work as well as it did. 
The confidence of press and radio had its counterpart in the 
unnatural self-restraint with which the media of information 
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kept secrets that they would normally shout from the house- 
tops. Thus when in tlie summer of 1942 there came to Washing- 
ton the Soviet Foreign Commissar, Viacheslav M. Molotov, 
hundreds of newspapermen and broadcasters knew about it. 
The visit was an early incident in the temporaxy rapprochement 
that took place during the war between Soviet Russia and the 
United States. Molotov’s arrival was big political news, affect- 
ing the future of the American citizen to such an extent that 
normally it would be unthinkable that the press could be 
restrained from popping out with it. It was, moreover, difl&cult 
to see how it could be classed as military information whose 
publication would endanger our armed forces. Nevertheless, the 
papers and radio said not a word, except the Philadelphia 
News/^ which printed it in the guise of gossip. In Washington, 
too, press photographers, waiting at the White House to picture 
the Duke and Duchess of Windsor, watched Molotov stroll by, 
and not a single shutter clicked.^® Here was a conspicuous exam- 
ple of what went on every day during the war: the suppression 
by newspapers and radio of information that every professional 
instinct called for publishing at once, and prominently. Every- 
thing, from events like this to the total suppression for four 
years of the slightest hint of the atomic bomb, showed how well 
our censorship worked during the war. 

The fact that Byron Price and his Office of Censorship got 
what was, for a censorship, a lyrically good press presents an 
interesting study in contrasts; for his World War I predecessor, 
George Creel, had received only brickbats from those he cen- 
sored. So, too, his World War II colleague, Elmer Davis of the 
Office of War Information, was treated by many editorial writers, 
columnists, and radio commentators almost like an enemy 
agent rather than director of his country’s wartime information 
service. When Davis got on the job six months after Pearl 
Harbor, there was, to be sure, a chorus of approval from a press 
that had been justifiably irritated at the patchwork confusion 
of OWI’s predecessors. But within six months editorial and 
political rotten eggs were being thrown at the OWI, and 
before long even its respected director began to be on the receiv- 
ing end of a barrage from a largely hostile press whose fury 
increased as the war continued. 

This was strange, since Price and Davis both had been re- 
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spected members of tlieir profession, free from identification 
with the New Deal and therefore not unduly suspect by the 
political opposition, before taking their war assignments. The 
reason for the contrast may be found, I think, in their functions. 
Price was a censor, and nothing but a censor. Creel had likewise 
been a censor, but he had been a propagandist as well. And 
Davis was nothing but a propagandist. From this we can deduce 
that it is wartime propaganda rather than wartime censorship, 
that sets ill with Americans, and particularly with their con- 
servative press. Reasonable censorship is tolerated for protecting 
military secrets, but the need for conducting psychological 
warfare against the enemy, and still more for officially channel- 
ing government news at home, is less widely accepted. And since 
war adjourns politics to only a minor extent, it was easy for a 
political opposition that was as undiscriminating as it was 
virulent to see in Davis, as in Creel, a propagandist for the 
reigning administration rather than for the country as a whole. 
CreeFs functions as a propagandist lost him what credit he might 
have had as a censor. As for Davis, he took the job for patriotic 
reasons and for the duration only. Those of us who, by working 
in the OWI, had direct and personal experience with what it did 
— an advantage the complaining editors, commentators, and 
politicians did not have — ^knew that, though the OWI was 
staffed by persons of all political predilections, the charge that 
it was engaged in propagandizing the New Deal was bunk. It 
had many faults, notably the creaking inefficiency common to 
bureaucracies, but on the side of political prejudice it erred 
only infinitesimally in comparison with its critics. Nevertheless, 
the fact remains: Price, the censor, got off well; Creel and Davis, 
the propagandists, did not. One can only conclude that, despite 
the evils it brings in its train again and again in history, a com- 
petent wartime censorship will receive substantial public sup- 
port. 

What, then, is all the shouting about? Why not simply re- 
solve the perpetual struggle between the soldier and the Fourth 
Estate in favor of the soldier for the duration? The answer is 
that, while the soldier must and will be top dog in wartime, a 
democracy simply cannot afford to have him rule unchecked. 
It must constantly be reminded of the dangers that are insepara- 
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ble from censorship, the better to find its way through not only 
the perils of war but the ensuing battles of peace. 

Some of censorship's inherent evils have already been pointed 
out, but there are others. For one thing, it has a perverse habit 
of giving rise to rumors. President Roosevelt brought this into 
the open immediately after Pearl Harbor, when he read news- 
paper and radio this lesson: 

You have a most grave responsibility to the nation now and for 
the duration of this war. 

If you feel that your government is not disclosing enough of the 
truth, you have every right to say so. But— in the absence of all the 
facts, as revealed by official sources— you have no right to deal out 
unconfirmed reports in such a way as to make people believe it is 
the gospel truth.^® 

Despite the popular conviction to the contrary, new^spapers 
and radio do not make a practice of dealing out rumors as 
truth. Regrettably, some columnists, commentators, and edi- 
torial writers do at times pass them on, but news columns and 
news programs do not. Besides, rumors circulate unaided. Let 
that pass, because President Roosevelt in his comment after 
Pearl Harbor was laying down a highly desirable, not to say 
ideal, course of action. Unfortunately, the fact that it was de- 
sirable did not make it attainable, for there is an inevitable 
train of action and reaction between censorship and rumor. 
One might formulate it this way: Rumors exist in direct propor- 
tion to the degree of censorship. Just as air pressure used to be 
described by saying that nature abhors a vacuum, so we can 
account for the prevalence of rumors under censorship by saying 
that the mental world abhors a vacuum. Mankind does not like 
to be kept in ignorance. A democratic people in particular can- 
not endure large and vital gaps in its information, even in re- 
sponse to exhortations from its government. Hence, lacking ''all 
the facts, as revealed by official sources," ne'ws of lower quality 
rushes into circulation. 

It was for this reason that the Army, the Navy, and President 
Roosevelt himself were plagued by successive crops of rumors 
that sprang up, either from nowhere or else with the help of 
Axis agents, each time they sought secrecy. We have seen how 
President Roosevelt recognized the danger from the beginning. 
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and reminded us two days after Pearl Harbor not to spread 
rumors. Yet despite his plea, and patriotic efforts by the public 
to heed it, the rumors would not die. On the contrary, they mul- 
tiplied. The prize of the crop concerned a ship filled with the 
bodies of 1,500 unattended, uncoffined dead from Pearl Harbor 
that was supposed to have docked at Brooklyn Army Base. This 
was no vagrant breeze of a rumor. Thousands of people heard it 
as unpublished gospel, and hundreds telephoned the Army Base 
to ask about it. Finally, even at the risk of dignifying the false- 
hood by denying it, both the Base Commander and the War 
Department said flatly that it was not true.^^ 

Even so, more than a month later the tale w^as still alive. For 
when on February 23, 1942, the President again spoke to the 
^^ion he found it necessary to mention a variation of it. By this 
time, according to the President, there were rumors of 11,000 
or 12,000 dead at Pearl Harbor. Apparently this so irritated him 
that he determined to put a stop to it. How? In the only way 
possible; namely, by disclosing officially the figures of 2,340 dead 
and 946 wounded figures that were substantially corroborated 
when the full report on the damage done was published on the 
first anniversary of Pearl Harbor.^® 

This offers a useful object lesson. It is all very well to lecture 
the press to the effect that ''in the absence of all the facts, as 
revealed by official sources,’’ it should help suppress rumors; 
but the only -way to kill rumors is for official sources to do 
enough honest and accurate revealing. 

Censorship, moreover, seems to be stupid by nature. Even our 
unusually enlightened censorship required the Architectural 
Forum of March, 1942, to identify its pictures and text on page 
150 about a ne^v^ airplane engine plant only as being “in the 
Middle West” — and then allovred an advertisement on page 99 
of the same issue, to appear with an identical illustration and 
the statement that it was the new Buick plant at Melrose Park, 
near Chicago. Even more irritating was the publication, in all 
kinds of technical journals — the authoritative bimonthly Army 
Ordnance^ for example — of a mass of facts on plane production 
and the performance of weapons — ^all of which the War Depart- 
ment had asked the newspapers not to print because they were 
secret. 

The trouble is that these decisions as to what should be cen- 



186 FREEDOM OF INFORMATION 

sored and what should not are matters of opinion, not of fact. 
And naturally men’s opinions differ as to the point at which a 
given piece of information becomes so well known, so old, or so 
unimportant that it is no longer worth suppressing. Yet though 
no one really knows when this point of diminishing returns is 
reached, the censor has to say Yes or No each time the question 
arises over some new fact. It follows that he arbitrardy decides 
that a piece of news may or may not be published when another 
censor might say just the opposite. 

Here, I think, is the key to the fundamental evil of censorship; 
for, whether we like it or not, military censorship brings political 
censorship in its train. To expect to have the essential good of 
military censorship without the evil of political censorship is 
like expecting to have a garden without weeds. Political govern- 
ment conducts the military war, and military considerations 
reach into the highest realm of political decision. It is impossi- 
ble to draw a dividing line between them. 

Again, censorship, and in particular censorship at the source, 
means that the person who makes the arbitrary decision to sup- 
press information knows more than the rest of us. Hence the 
censor-at-the-source feels himself in a superior position. He 
knows the facts, the public doesn’t. From here, it is but a step 
to a feeling of superior wisdom as to how information should be 
controlled, so that news of this or that high problem of state 
shall make the desired impression on the people. And once that 
state is reached the good of censorship’s protection has brought 
in the evil of managed news in full flavor. 

Perhaps we are still too close to the war to judge our own 
nation’s actions dispassionately. We can see how these things 
work in practice, however, by examining an incident in Britain’s 
practice of censorship before we entered the war. I refer to the 
time when Robert St. John of the Associated Press, who covered 
the British retreat through Greece in 1941 and escaped with the 
survivors to Cairo, tried to tell the truth about what he had 
seen: 

I wrote a rather graphic description of that day of hell in Argos. 
The censor did a lot of slashing when he came to that part of the 
story. Then we had a real knockdown argument. I tried to make 
my case very logical. First, all the suffering I was trying to write 
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about was the result/ principally/ of the tm of the RAF to 

drive off the Nazi dive bombers. Second, that was due to too few 
British planes. Third, the only place to get more planes was from 
the United States. Fourth, people in the United States were still 
buying automobiles by the hundreds of thousands. Fifth, if the 
American people were aware of the death and suffering going on 
in Europe because of the lack of British planes and if the story of 
what ivas happening could be brought home vividly to them, they 
might stop buying automobiles and let airplanes be made instead. 
Sixth, my story of Argos gave a grim picture of that death and 
suffering, and therefore the British should pin medals on it as a 
piece of powerful propaganda, which might get them more airplanes 
so that it wouldn’t happen again. . 

The censor got the idea all right, but nevertheless found 
reasons for suppression: 

Horror stories w^ere all right for America, but England and the 
rest of the Empire must not be told how bad things were. The 
Empire must be told that everything was in fine shape. Horror 
stories for America. Back-stiffening for the Empire. But the Empire 
listened to the radio, and it was impossible to keep the stories for 
America and the stories for the Empire nicely pigeonholed. Modern 
communications were responsible. . . . And that was the reason, 
he said, that the Argos story could not be told. Not completely 
truthfully, as I wanted to tell it. Sonry, but that's the policy.^® 

So it goes, and so it will always go as long as there are censors. 
The only protection the citizens of a mature democracy have is 
to practice eternal vigilance in confining censorship to demon- 
strably military considerations. Every censor should always have 
to defend suppression by answering these questions: 

1. Which of our troops, specifically, will be endangered if 
the information in question is published? 

2. What particular item of military strategy will be disclosed 
to the enemy in event of publication? 

If we do this, all standard items like troop movements, ship 
sailings, new weapons, and forthcoming offensives obviously 
will come under the protection of legitimate military secrecy. 
So will the news of military reverses in the limited circumstances 
in which they might give advantage to the enemy. But censor- 
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ship for reasons of morale, or to support artificially any other 
doctrine cherished by the official doing the censoring, would 
be ruled out. The importance of unending pressure for publica- 
tion in the teeth of the natural tendency toward silence cannot 
be overemphasized. The desire to censor is not peculiar to 
British Colonel Blimps, nor to New Dealers, nor to West Point 
and Annapolis graduates who have attained flag rank. It mani- 
fests itself in lay as well as military breasts, afflicts Republicans 
as well as Democrats, and is indeed simply human and universal. 
That is why we dare not resolve the unending struggle between 
soldier and Fourth Estate in favor of the soldier. 

Let us sura it up this way: There is no such thing as a good 
censorship, for that is a contradiction in terms. 



CHAPTER XIV 


THE STRATEGY OF ERROR 


ICarl von Clausewitz, the Prussian scientist of war/ summa- 
rizing the instructions he proposed to give His Royal Highness 
the Crown Prince, later Frederick William IV of Prussia, laid 
down these three principal objectives: 

(a) To conquer and destroy the enemy’s armed forces. 

(b) To get possession of the . . . sources of existence of the 
hostile army. 

(c) To gain public opinion.^ 

General von Clausewitz explained that in war public opinion 
is “ultimately gained” by great victories and by possession of the 
enemy’s capital. The modern world has vastly amplified this 
simple and almost naive formula. Claiisewitz’s successors as 
scientists of w’ar, the Nazis, were especially active in elaborating 
it. Instead of leaving the capture of enemy public opinion until 
after the battles '^vere won, they took possession before the 
shooting started. In this way they seemed to win battles without 
firing a shot, or else at a ridiculously low cost, because their 
victims had been reduced to jelly before the first Nazi plane 
roared across the border. 
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It would be comforting to believe that the whole evil business 
of war against the mind had been wiped out with Hitler and 
Goebbels. Unhappily, while the Nazis were the most energetic 
practitioners of psychological warfare, they were not the only 
ones. Long before the world heard of Hitler, the nations had 
engaged in psychological offensives of a relatively mild form; 
and since his disappearance they have gone right on conduct- 
ing them, in accordance with another, better known maxim 
of Clausewitz, that war is only a continuation of international 
politics by other— and more openly brutal — means. As he put 
it: “Is not war merely another kind of writing and language for 
political thoughts?” And again: “War is an instrument of 
policy. . . . The conduct of war, in its great features, is there- 
fore policy itself, which takes up the sword in place of the pen.” 
The converse is also true; for, if war is a forceful means of 
carrying out a national policy, peacetime diplomacy, including 
all types of cultural, information, and propaganda programs, is 
only another means to that end. Whenever the war of bombs 
and shells ceases, the war for the mind goes right on. 

Perhaps the best way to understand the present is to remem- 
ber, with the added advantage of hindsight, the propaganda 
warfare of the Nazis before World War II. Edmond Taylor, an 
American correspondent in Europe, gave us the first compre- 
hensive account of the Nazis’ propaganda methods, which he 
named “the strategy of terror.” He showed how, under skillful 
stimulus from Berlin, all Europe was fed on worry alternated 
with hope, on disillusionment followed by confusion: 

I remember those inhuman diplomatic crises, more unnerving 
than war, that we lived through, particularly the one before Munich. 

I remember all those stupid, bitter political quarrels, felt like a 
personal grievance, between friends and within families. ... I re- 
member all the false hopes, all the bitter disillusionments. Above all 
I remember the paralyzing political despair which grew and grew 
until it almost overshadowed our private lives, the feeling that this 
world of ours would always be a madhouse and a jungle, that collec- 
tive efforts to bring reason into it were fruitless, individual escape 
impossible.® 



THE STRATEGY OF ERROR 


191 


Curiously, no sooner was the ghost laid in the thunder- 
ing fury of 1945’s Armageddon than Hitler’s prewar psycho- 
logical offensive began to seem fantastic. It may be difficult for 
future generations to recapture the horror that lived in the Nazi 
strategy of terror, if, indeed, they can bring themselves to believe 
that the war of nerves really amounted to anything. Yet few who 
were abroad in those uneasy years can doubt the ghastly in- 
tensity of that seeming nightmare, that was the more terrifying 
because it was real. Besides, the fact remains that Adolf Hitler 
did divide and conquer. He so befuddled the countries round 
about Germany, that each nervously watched one victim after 
another being swallowed up, content because for the time being 
it was left alone. Austria, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Norway, 
Holland, Belgium, and France all went in this way. Hungary, 
Rumania, and Bulgaria voluntarily became jackals to the wolf 
rather than fight as the others did, wdien they were on the spot 
themselves. The most characteristic was Poland, which joined 
in Hitler’s rape of Czechoslovakia only six months before her 
own turn came; and Holland and Belgium clung to the 
shadow of neutrality even though Hitler had long since shown 
that he respected no agreements, even those he made himself. 
No one seemed to believe that the Nazis actually meant to 
enslave the world. 

The United States received a wholly different kind of propa» 
ganda. It ivas treated differently because it was situated differ- 
ently. Without the weapons of today, the Nazi legions, even 
the vaunted Nazi Air Force, could not threaten us as they 
threatened their victims in Europe. Hence the Nazi propa- 
gandists did not seek to reduce us to jelly. Instead, they sought 
to put us to sleep. The basic Nazi theme for America was that 
President Roosevelt, and all who agreed with him, were war- 
mongers, and everything would be all right if only this war- 
mongering would stop. Hence Nazi propaganda aimed to re- 
enforce native American sentiment against mixing in foreign 
trouble, to encourage every doubt that an attack on us was 
even thinkable. 

Because its aim was not to frighten us but to lull us into 
unawareness of the threat inherent in the Nazi movement, the 
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propaganda treatment applied by the Nazis to this country 
might be called the strategy of error rather than of terror. It 
sought to deceive, not to terrify. But how did it work? How 
was it possible for anyone in Berlin to help Americans live in 
a world that falsely seenied secure? 

This was done by tampering subtly and skillfully with our 
news. It was one of the more interesting exhibits in the Nazi 
arsenal of skulduggery. It involved the abuse of the very stand- 
ards of rapid and objective news coverage on which this country 
prides itself. As Elmer Davis said: 

This psychological offensive seems to be a mental form of ju-jitsu 
— the principle of ju-jitsu being that you use your opponent’s 
strength against him, and make him break his bones by his own 
instinctive reactions. . . . We are rightly proud of our news serv- 
ices, which have made us the best-informed people in the world; and 
are apt to forget that now and then routine functioning of our 
news system has made us the most copiously and ingeniously misin- 
formed people in the world.® 

Behind the Nazi use of news as an instrument of national 
policy lay what Adolf Hitler called “the true principle that the 
greatness of the lie is always a certain factor in being believed.” 
This “principle,” however, does not seem to have been remem- 
bered, as the news from Nazi and Nazi-inspired sources was 
gathered, edited, and read: 

The great masses of a people . . . are more easily victimized by 
a large than by a small lie. . . . They cannot believe possible so 
vast an impudence in infamous distortion on the part of others; 
even after being enlightened they will long continue to doubt and 
waver, and will still believe there must be some truth behind it 
somewhere. For this reason some part of even the boldest lie is sure 
to stick.* 

Naturally the Nazi propagandists did not let on that they 
were lying when they made available to American correspond- 
ents what was ostensibly news. They played our news-gathering 
machinery, and us, for suckers, The result was that while our 
editorial pages fulminated against Hitler, our news pages con- 
tinued to play his game. A student of the subject, Sidney A. 
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Freifeld^ wrote in a carefully documented analysis of the phe- 
nomenon: 

If a Propaganda Ministry oflScial were to approach a member of 
the American press corps in Berlin and suggest he write a nice, 
sympathetic article about Der Fuhrer's love for children or nazism's 
peaceful intentions • . . he would in all likelihood be met with a 
sneer and a refusal. But let the same official state in a press confer- 
ence, or write in the Volkischer Beobachter, that President Roose- 
velt is a ‘^shameless gangster'* seeking to become dictator of the 
world, that ‘‘Wall Street Bolshevistic bankers" are attempting to 
plunge unwilling Americans into war for /‘blood profits," or that 
the United States is a “Judaized plutodemocracy," and the foreign 
correspondent will in most cases promptly cable the story to America 
and thereby provide a thousand clippings for Dr. Goebbels' scrap- 
book.® 

It seems farfetched, doesn’t it? But what of this 1941 news item: 

Berlin, Feb. 6 — (UP)-— One million lice, collected to produce 
spotted fever vaccine, are being fed by 60 Jews, the Nazi Party news- 
paper, Volkischer Beobachter, said today. 

Each Jew, the newspaper said, was appointed a share of the lice 
to feed on his blood and was paid three Polish zloty a day. 

The newspaper said there was a rush of Jewish applicants for 
the job.® 

The italics are mine. They show that Freifeld was right in 
his diagnosis of how Dr. Goebbels succeeded in getting space in 
our papers. And here is more evidence, dated 1941 and (the 
third) 1940: 

Berlin, May 10 — (AP) — German leaders gave the deepest atten- 
tion to American developments as the impression grew in Berlin that 
"war agitators" were gaining ground in the United States. . . . 

Berlin, Jan. 25 — (AP) — . . . "Halifax lost no time to impress 
on the American public the urgent need for American help to Eng- 
land/' the Boerzen Zeitung said. "Shortly after Roosevelt met him 
at the Annapolis dock he declared with the still unbroken arrogance 
of an English aristocrat toward the American people who once were 
colonists of the British that he would inform the Americans from 
time to time in what manner they can help. ..." 
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Berlin, July 19 — (AP)-— Political circles commenting today on 
President Roosevelt’s acceptance speech, privately made no secret 
of their opinion [you bet they didn’t] that by aiding the Axis’ 
enemies the President is prolonging the war. 

Looking back, it seems as though there had been no limit to 
the naivete of seasoned American reporters in cabling home any- 
thing from subtle propaganda to outright poppycock. Like this, 
in ikOand 1941: 

Rome, May 28 — (AP) — ^According to a report received here, the 
Germans have been experimenting with a newly bred type of 
omnivorous grasshopper that devours crops of all kinds, especially 
grain crops. 

These grasshoppers, it was said, could be transported in airplanes 
by the millions and released over British farms in an effort to 
starve out the British Isles. . . . 

Rome, June 2 — (UP) — ^Among new types of war equipment that 
Germany is reported here to be planning to be used against Britain 
is a submarine trailer for transporting large numbers of troops. 

According to reports current here these trailers, attached by a 
special cable to the stern of ocean-going submarines, are capable of 
carrying from 500 to 1000 fully armed soldiers.’^ 

I am indebted to Sidney Freifeld for these items. They are 
samples of thousands upon thousands of similar items cabled 
from the Axis capitals and printed in our newspapers or read 
over our radio stations after the Nazis seized power in 1933. 
This kind of thing got into our papers and on our news broad- 
casts because the American press associations, proud of their 
speed in gathering the news, are usually within minutes of 
one another in transmitting a given item. None wants to be 
last. Thus, if INS used a Nazi statement, there would be pres- 
sure on AP and UP and the special correspondents to use it too. 
Suppose an American newspaper had received an INS dispatch 
from Berlin saying that So-and-so had just hinted that Hitler 
was soon to invade Britain. If the AP and UP papers failed to 
get the same news in short order the teletypes would be clacking 
angrily in press association headquarters; and it would not be 
long before the laggard correspondents in Berlin were jogged 
by sharp queries from home. Therefore they rarely waited to be 
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jogged. This made for a hair-trigger sensitivity to much that Dr. 
Goebbels wanted tO' put across. 

Lest we conclude that the strategy of error consists exclusively 
of falsehoods, we must remember that it was also the policy of 
the Goebbels machine, as of today's practitioners of this black art, 
to come out with hard, honest news, and to come out with it 
fast. In this way fresh audiences could be ensured and fresh 
evidence of reliability given to skeptical American editors. 

However, the masterpiece of the Axis news managers was the 
construction within the Axis countries of a never-never land 
in which scarcely anything was what it seemed to be. The propa- 
gandists, not content with every conceivable machination to 
twist the news, engaged in its outright manufacture. They 
actually made the more important fakes real. This was news 
management carried to its uttermost limit. The Axis could do 
it because the boss propagandists were Hitler, Mussolini, and 
Tojo. These men had complete control of the state, they could 
make sure that no cabinet minister, party dignitary, general, 
or admiral, indeed no one in their whole domain, was above 
going through the motions of legitimate government activity 
in order to make news. And since government officials did these 
things, the resulting events were covered as real news even 
though they had been enacted only to crash American headlines. 
It amounted to nothing less than altering the shape of the phys- 
ical world within the Axis countries, in order to falsify our 
mental world. 

An example of the dilemma into which this kind of thing put 
American correspondents occurred November 30, 1938. On 
that day Galeazzo Ciano, the Duce's son-in-law and Foreign 
Minister, addressed the Italian Chamber of Deputies, In the 
course of his remarks he interpolated an apparently extraneous 
sentence about safeguarding ‘Vith inflexible resolution the 
interests and natural aspirations of the Italian people." At 
once Fascist deputies began popping up and making their fa- 
mous shouts about “Tunisia!" Blackshirts in the spectators' gal- 
lery joined in with “Nizza!" and “Savoia!" Flere, then, was 
something that really happened. The American reporters knew 
that if the outbursts, apparently signifying Fascist designs on 
French territory, were spontaneous it would be censored. It 
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wasn’t. Well, then, it had been staged for a purpose, just as the 
scene itself indicated. Yet the correspondents could not say so 
without risking expulsion from Italy, which would be a poor 
service to their employers and to their readers. Besides, w^hat 
proof was there? Hadn’t the deputies actually made the demon- 
stration before their eyes? It was a real event, even though the 
reporters were certain of its synthetic origin. So the cables were 
duly dispatched, and we in our innocence learned that Musso- 
lini, having swallowed Ethiopia, was now turning his eyes upon 
France and her African holdings. Two American correspond- 
ents who later told the story in detail think the ajffair was a 
blind to hide Mussolini’s forthcoming invasion of Albania.® 
Again and again this kind of thing happened. Take that time 
when the world was shaken to its foundations as the unbeliev- 
able happened in the collapse before the Nazis of the France that 
had survived the Marne and Verdun. Cheerfully ready to please 
as ever, the Propaganda Ministry in Berlin arranged to let a 
select group of foreign correspondents see the stupendous show 
with their own eyes. One of them was Louis Lochner, Pulitzer 
Prize winner and veteran AP correspondent in Berlin. Going 
over the files of his dispatches for that last week in May, 1940, 
Freifeld found a remarkable pattern appearing in them. Here 
are some of the significant statements that were wired to our 
newspapers: 

The object would be to drive back toward the English Channel 
the forces which block a direct Nazi attack on England. . . . 

All are awaiting Adolf Hitler’s final command to go to England. 
Everywhere one hears soldiers singing the “England song.” . . , 

... the Germans are trying ... to prevent the Continental 
Allies from bringing effective aid to England in the event she needs 
it, during any German attack on the British Isles. . . . 

They seem to be itching to get over to England. . . . 

. . . We have also seen naval officers hastening back and forth 
in this area. That fact speaks volumes. These men are here for 
business. . . . 

When correspondents entered staff headquarters no effort was 
made to hide highly significant maps. One commanding general had 
an enormous map indicating . . . how troops were to move in the 
offensive against England. 
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The Germany Army and Navy deliberately put on a show 
intended to convince independent and experienced reporters 
that the German attack was not against Paris and the rest of 
France so much as against England. Freifeld comments: 

If this ruse could be perpetrated it would have several obvious 
military and psychological effects. The British might be tempted 
to withhold further aid to France, thereby concentrating material 
and men where they would be strategically less useful. The French, 
whom the Nazis had been making every effort to incite against their 
ally, would be increasingly critical of the British. Moreover, the 
artificial suspense and fear which might be generated in Britain 
would be followed by let-down and consequent effect upon national 
morale.® 

So it happened. This Nazi trick contributed its share to the 
conquest of France and to forcing Britain to its knees at Dun- 
kirk. 

In one sense the strategy of error was beneficial, for it made us 
avoid the mistakes of World War L In 1914 it was the Allies 
rather than Germany that propagandized us. They were able 
to shut us off from the German point of view by cutting the 
cables from Germany. Inevitably we began to assume that every- 
thing the Allies did was right. We saw the war in terms of black 
and white and convinced ourselves that if we joined the crusade 
with bands playing and flags flying the resulting military victory 
would both make the world safe for democracy and virtually 
settle international disputes for all time. What we were not able 
to see was the game of power politics being carried on behind 
the Wilsonian facade. The result was that after the victory was 
won we had the unpleasant shock of discovering our mistake. 

The debunking process that followed not only left us greatly 
impressed with the power of propaganda, but swung us com- 
pletely around into cynical doubt of the Allied cause. It led us 
to underestimate — now that the danger had safely been turned 
back at a cost of the lifeblood of millions of Allied soldiers — 
the real menace that had existed in Prussian militarism. It also 
left us with the comfortable feeling that we could stay out of 
Europe's wars by the simple process of minding our own busi- 
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ness. All this made us substantially indifferent when in the 
1930’s the threat inherent in Kaiser Wilhelm’s bid for conquest 
was revived by Japan, Italy, and Germany in far more virulent 
form. We did not like the aggressions against Manchuria, Ethi- 
opia, Spain, Austria, Czechoslovakia, Poland, and all the rest, 
but we imagined that they did not threaten us. This made us 
ready and willing victims of the strategy of error. 

Moreover, when the cables were cut in 1939 it made little 
difference, for this time there remained the shortwave radio, to 
which Dr. Goebbels devoted himself with such frenzied enthusi- 
asm that we did not lack for mountains of information— and 
misinformation — as to the German cause. But, for all the abuses 
to which Dr. Goebbels subjected us, we can now take pride in 
the fact that we put Axis news before ourselves with no other 
safeguard than such editing as the newspapers and the radio 
cared to give it. This was in sharp contrast to the Axis author- 
ities’ careful filtering of every statement from our side before 
passing it on to their peoples. The Axis, furthermore, imple- 
mented this filtering process by stiff penalties, including the 
death sentence, for listening to foreign broadcasts. Far from 
doing that, we blandly permitted papers that chose to, like the 
New York Times, to print in their radio logs, right through the 
war, the times and dial settings at which any good American 
could tune in on Tokyo and Berlin 1 This was something radi- 
cally new in the history of warfare. Imagine Caesar sending a 
centurion across to Britain in advance of his invasion so that 
the messenger might come back and explain to the legions why 
the British tribes wished to be left unconquered. Or imagine 
Napoleon after the return from Elba sending emissaries to 
Wellington and Bliicher, or to Castlereagh, that they might 
return on the eve of Waterloo and explain to the survivors of 
the Grande Armee why they were wrong to fight again. What 
we did in leaving ourselves open to the Axis attacks on our 
minds was just that, translated into the modern world of mass 
communications. There could be no greater proof of the justice 
of our cause. 

We also learned from our experience with the strategy of 
error that it would be well to revise our earlier estimate of 
propaganda. At first, of course, the events attending Hitler’s 
rise seemed to confirm our World War I belief that propaganda 
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was all-powerful. From the reoccupation of the Rhineland in 
1936 to the invasion of Poland in 1939, it looked as though 
Hitler were winning bloodless victories through the strategy of 
terror. Some of us iEeared he was preparing the same fate for 
us through the strategy of error. But then came a slow and 
fundamental change in perspective. As the war went on we 
came to see that it was not the war of nerves alone that fright- 
ened Britain into Munich, that knocked over Austria, Czecho- 
slovakia/and the Balkan satellites without a shot. It was rather 
the fact that the Nazi propaganda warfare was backed by the 
terribly real threat of the Nazi Army and the Nazi Air Force. 
How real that threat was soon appeared in Poland, Norway, the 
Low Countries, France, Yugoslavia, Greece, and in the bombing 
of Great Britain. It was this military power that, even before it 
was used, gave the propaganda of Hitler and Goebbels its 
strength. Not only is God on the side of the biggest battalions, 
but successful propaganda is on the side of the biggest air force. 
To Clausewitz’s credit be it said, there is no propaganda so 
potent as that of victory. 

This more temperate estimate of propaganda is, I submit, 
substantially accurate. It is more accurate than our blindness 
to propaganda during World War I. It is also more accurate 
than our belief after the early Axis successes that propaganda 
could win wars all by itself. For now, I think, we neither over- 
rate nor underrate propaganda. We recognize it as an essential 
part of war — and peace- — fought by mass populations in a day 
of modern communications; but we see that propaganda, even 
when waged with the skill and thoroughness of the Nazis, can- 
not win wars by itself. The most it can do is reenforce the mili- 
tary arm; and that, indeed, it must do if a modern fighting 
force is to function at full effectiveness. 

So much for the strategy of error in war. But what of peace? 
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During the 1920’s and 1930’s national press associations, like 
the Soviet agency Tass in Russia, Stefani in Italy, the Deutsches 
Nachrichten Bureau (DNB) in Germany, and Domei in Japan, 
were transformed from news-gathering organizations into inte- 
gral parts of totalitarian governments. They became as much 
agents of national policy as the armies and navies. 

Though this seemingly drastic change from news gathering 
to propaganda made the democracies aware, for the first time, 
that news could be used as an instrument of power politics, it 
was actually a change more in degree than in kind. The strategy 
of error described in the previous chapter and indeed the 
whole modern use of psychological warfare, and psychological' 
offensives in peacetime, is an outgrowth of something that 
existed previously. Its roots go back to the very beginnings of 
mass communication. No sooner had the telegraph lines and 
ocean cables been laid than they were used deliberately to 
transmit misinformation. 

Therefore, though the twentieth century dictators may have 
seemed to have suddenly transformed the innocent business of 
gathering information for newspapers into something sinister, 
actually the world’s news agencies since their founding, except 
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in the United States, had been subservient to their national 
governments. Dr. Goebbels merely did a more strenuous and 
more efficient job than his predecessors. 

The modern press association had its origin in the need of 
a rising industrial civilization for financial and commercial in- 
telligence. The need led to the founding by Charles Havas, in 
18S6, of a financial news service in Paris. He was followed in 
1849 by Dr. Bernhard Wolff, who set up an agency in Berlin, 
and in 1854 by Guglielmo Stefani in Turin— and later Rome. 
But it was Julius de Reuter, a former Prussian government 
messenger, w'ho established the first press association supplying 
general news to newspapers rather than financial information 
to business clients. He succeeded in doing this in London, after 
various attempts on the Continent, in the years 1851-1858. By 
the early years of the twentieth century all technically advanced 
countries had similar agencies for gathering and disseminating 
general news. 

The Associated Press, oldest of the American news agencies, 
traces its ancestry to the first joint news service of six New York 
newspapers founded under that name in 1848. In 1892 several 
news agencies in different parts of the country, including the 
New York Associated Press and the Western Associated Press, 
were combined into a stock corporation, and in 1900 the Asso- 
ciated Press was reorganized on its present cooperative basis. 
In the United Press Associations, E. W. Scripps revitalized in 
1907 three antecedent agencies as a private, profit-making enter- 
prise. International News Service was an outgrowth of a special 
wire and mail agency serving the Hearst newspapers in the early 
years of the twentieth century. 

What differentiated the American press associations from 
those of the rest of the world was the fact that they did not 
become subservient to their national government. During the 
period of growth and change in the second half of the nine- 
teenth century, peculiarly American conditions, tvhich we shall 
have occasion to analyze in Chapter XVIII, gave birth to the 
concept of news as something that ought to be reported honestly 
and objectively, let the opinions fall where they may. The press 
associations, notably the ancestors of the present Associated 
Press, had an important part in this development. The fact that 
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they served clients of all political views in all regions of the 
country forced them to confine their reports to the agreed 
facts and to present both sides of controversial events. Gradually 
there grew up the tradition that we now take for granted; 
namely, that the integrity of the news should be inviolate. Kent 
Cooper of the Associated Press does not exaggerate in calling this 
“the highest original moral concept ever developed in America 
and given the world.” ^ 

Unfortunately, all the rest of the world saw news as something 
that might be bent or twisted as necessary to serve diplomatic 
or imperial interests. Not only that, but through the dynamic 
enterprise of Reuter’s all the world’s news agencies, outside the 
United States, came to be gathered into an international news 
cartel. Reuter’s operated in partnership with Havas of France 
and Wolff of Germany. These three linked into a world-wide net- 
work a whole regiment of lesser national news agencies, the big 
fellows holding the little national agencies in line through all- 
inclusive contractual chains. By this means Reuter’s itself fur- 
nished the overwhelming proportion of news not only to Great 
Britain, but also to all the dominions and colonies of the empire 
on which the sun never set, plus Egypt, Turkey, China, and 
other countries in Britain’s political sphere of influence. Havas 
had exclusive rights to France, Switzerland, Italy, Spain, Por- 
tugal, and the whole of South and Central America, right in our 
own back yard. Wolff took over most of what was left of Europe, 
including Russia, Austria-Hungary, and the Balkans. 

During the time when the cartel was thus dividing the world, 
in the last half of the nineteenth century, a United States that 
was in good part insulated against the currents of world politics 
had only a remote interest in foreign affairs. Regrettably, when 
toward the end of the nineteenth century the rising importance 
and awareness of this country made it necessary to bring in 
foreign news in volume, the Associated Press, at the time the 
only American press association of national stature, sought to 
bring in foreign news economically by joining hands with the 
cartel. This it did in 1893, accepting its foreign news from 
Reuter’s and feeding into the pool, through Reuter’s, the news 
it gathered in the United States. 

The cartel, AP affiliation and all, survived the First World 
War by the simple device of replacing the agencies that toppled 
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with the crowned heads of Europe in 1918 by the new litter of 
national agencies that sprang up in their place. After that war, 
just as before, the world was divided into spheres of influence in 
which press association news was controlled by the cartel and in 
particular by its leading member, Reuter’s. 

While the cartel’s coloring of the news was often, especially 
in Britain, a matter of subtle suggestion or even of a chauvinistic 
cast of thought on the part of its writers and editors, the effect 
was much the same as though a Dr. Goebbels had commanded 
it. Characteristic of the cartel’s political overtones was the way 
in which Reuter’s— which through its link with the Associated 
Press had a monopoly on supplying news of America to the 
world — somehow seemed to pass along only news that empha- 
sized the uncouth and the bizarre in the United States, to the 
exclusion of the achievements that gradually came to make the 
United States the envy of the world. Again, a Reuter’s corre- 
spondent telegraphing to London and thence through the cartel 
to the rest of the world about the latest developments in Greece 
would slant his report in the direction of Britain’s imperial 
interests. Or consider the incident that made Kent Cooper of 
the Associated Press a crusader against the cartel to which his 
predecessors had harnessed the agency. Early in World War I, 
La Nacidn in Buenos Aires, as a great neutral journal, wanted 
to print the German as well as the Allied version of the war 
news. But Buenos Aires was in South America, a part of the 
Havas empire. And Havas refused to transmit to La Nacidn the 
text of the German communiques. When a Havas representa- 
tive was asked, “Why on earth don’t you send from Paris the 
German official statement?” he answered, “We are French; we 
cannot do it.” ^ From the point of view of shortsighted patriot- 
ism, that is no doubt a noble sentiment. From the point of view 
of the patriotism that seeks to save one’s country from the sicken- 
ing and xvasteful brutality of war, it is immoral. 

The breakup of the cartel began when the Associated Press 
left it. For four decades that included the Spanish-American 
and the First World War, during which the United States came 
to the front rank among the world’s powers, the AP remained 
bound to the cartel by its contractual links. But after a long 
internal struggle, it finally, on February 12, 1934, declared its 
independence of the cartel and devoted itself to gathering and 
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distributing its own news exclusively abroad as well as at home. 

For a few fitful years the cartel survived. But one by one the 
various Italian, German and Japanese agencies were swallowed 
up by their totalitarian governments. And when at length World 
War II came, the cartel could not survive it as it had survived 
World War I. For the great national agencies that had ruled 
the cartel, and the lesser ones in smaller lands as well, them- 
selves disappeared. Havas was crushed under the Nazi conquest 
of 1940, though the name was revived for a wholly new agency 
after the war.® Stefani, long since corrupted by Fascism, came to 
a final ignominious end when Mussolini’s Italy caved in in 1943. 
DNB, built on the foundations of Wolff, disappeared in the 
smoke and rubble that swallowed Goebbels. Of all the dominat- 
ing agencies in the cartel only Reuter’s survived. And even 
before the end Reuter’s had turned over a new leaf. On October 
28, 1941, it became a cooperative agency owned by the entire 
British press, on the model of our Associated Press. In its new 
form it threw off at last the subtle shackles that bound it to 
Whitehall and Downing Street, and announced that henceforth 
its “integrity, independence, and freedom from bias” would at 
all times be fully preserved. 

Curiously, little was said about the existence of the cartel 
during its life, and still less was said of its effect on the history 
of the world. It is amazing that civilized peoples did not seem 
to care that the vast regions of the earth had become the private 
preserve of the government-dominated news agencies that made 
up the cartel, for the effect was stupendous. The central thesis 
of this book as laid down in Chapter I is that mankind is con- 
demned without hope of escape to confinement in mental 
worlds that correspond only in roughest outline to the real 
thing; and the existence of the cartel meant that the people’s 
mental worlds were made even less accurate than they tvould 
have been if let alone, to the extent 'that the cartel’s news reports 
shaded or ignored inconvenient facts. News thus doctored 
through the months, years, and even generations inevitably dis- 
torted, where it did not actually falsify, the concepts the peoples 
of the civilized world held of their fellow men in other lands. 

A gradual awareness of this fact, first in the United States, in 
recent years in Britain, the self-governing dominions, and the 
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small democracies, led to efiForts to throw over the cartel and 
indeed the whole strategy o£ error— efforts that have yet to 
succeed. The objective of the crusade is to destroy not only the 
virulent form of the strategy of error developed by totalitarian 
governments, but also the subtler imperial shadings that char- 
acterized the old cartel as well. It seeks nothing less than to 
replace the strategy of error with the strategy of truth. It is 
based on the conviction that, if we are ever to lift the curse of 
war from mankind, all peoples everywhere must have essentially 
the same honest, accurate, and adequate reports on events of 
world import. And such a substantially unanimous view can 
come only through a free and equal flow of the news, as re- 
ported by independent and competing press associations, among 
all nations. 

Perhaps, if we can once start a free flow of news across all 
national borders, we can develop on a world scale a tradition of 
objective reporting like that which has been growing in the 
United States for more than a century. For the separation of 
mankind into national groups living in disparate mental worlds 
that make them look at nationalistic versions of the same facts 
with wholly different passions, closely parallels the early nine- 
teenth century division of the American people into violently 
partisan factions. Internationally, journalism today is hardly 
further advanced than it was in this country during that dark 
age of the early nineteenth century. If now it becomes possible 
to stimulate a tradition of objectivity in international news, if 
the world’s newspapers and radios and moving-picture houses 
can learn to distribute news that is as factual and as acceptable 
to the newspapers of all nations, without pulling its punches, as 
the Associated Press's political reports of the last half of the 
nineteenth century were to all sorts of American newspapers 
at the time, then there is that much more reason to hope that 
this time peace may endure. 

In short, what we need is an AP of the world, delivering the 
same news in Europe as in America, the same in Asia and Africa 
as in Europe. But it must be no single world-wide press associa- 
tion that does this; for, if man's history means anything, no 
monopoly of any kind can long be trusted to stay on the straight 
and narrow path of accuracy, objectivity, and the long-term 
public interest. What the world needs is not only an AP of the 
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world but a UP and an INS of the world as well, plus still more 
competing agencies from Russia and Britain, France and China, 
and any other countries capable of developing and supporting 
them. Just suppose this came true. Inevitably the ensuing 
world-wide access to identical facts and views would make the 
various nations see their common crises in all their colors, as 
they are, rather than through the monochrome lenses of national 
prejudice. 

Though few of us realized it at the time, the world had a 
chance to establish a free flow of news at the peace conference 
of Paris in 1919. Even before that, as long ago as 1893, the 
project had been entertained. In that year a World Press Con- 
ference met in Chicago to discuss, among other items, the propo- 
sition that “the press has a right and obligation to dissipate mis- 
understandings between nations.’" ^ Thereafter the subject was 
regularly talked about, and as regularly ignored in practice. But 
at the Paris Peace Conference of 1919a handful of men earnestly 
preached the essentials of the strategy of truth to the men who 
sat at the peace table. Regrettably, the peacemakers did not 
understand. Woodrow Wilson himself was blind to the healing 
powers of objective international news, and contented himself 
with the vision of a League of Nations. The result was that the 
underlying facts of the peacemaking at Paris, like the facts about 
international events in later years, never reached the peoples 
of the world. As one reporter at Paris said a quarter of a 
century later, when he came upon Stephen BonsaFs record of 
what had really happened at the conference, “Those who served 
the press at Paris and Versailles in that time will realize as never 
before that they knew very little of the springs of the actions 
they chronicled,” ® No wonder that the world, lacking the facts, 
made a muddle of the peace. 

The primary reason why the world lacked the facts was that 
few of the statesmen of the conference, even among the Amer- 
icans and British, perceived the necessity for free access to the 
news at its source. To most of them such an idea seemed in- 
decent. That was bad enough. But at the conference other deci- 
sions also were made that prevented the free and undistorted 
communication of news, once gathered, across all national bor- 
ders. And access to the news at its source and free transmission 
are equally essential to the strategy of truth. 
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One of the few believers in the strategy of truth in Paris at 
the time of the conference was Kent Cooper of the Associated 
Press. Here is his report: 

In Paris I was very much impressed by what I was able to observe 
of the methods by which the peace treaty was being put together. 
I wondered if anyone had thought about the matter of the inclusion 
of an article declaring for a free press and freedom of international 
news exchange. I had heard about the utopian approach on every 
other subject affecting the welfare of the peoples of the world: 
there were considerations of how to protect their physical health, 
their right to live; also about the suppression of the right to wage 
war and what not. But I could not find that anyone had projected 
for consideration the welfare of the people as to guaranteeing that 
they could have true, unbiased news to read in their newspapers 
about either world or domestic affairs.® 

Cooper interested Colonel House in the free exchange of 
news, and he sought to convince President Wilson and other 
leaders; but nothing came of it. He merely reported to Mr. 
Cooper somewhat cryptically that the matter **had been taken 
care of privately/’ ^ This, it turned out, meant that Reuter’s 
and Havas would continue their cartel and its control of the 
news. ■ 

Another voice crying in the wilderness of Paris was Walter 
S. Rogers, an expert in international communications, especially 
by cable and radio, who later became director of the Institute 
of Current World Affairs in New York. He submitted at Paris 
four documents designed to lay the technical groundwork for 
freedom of information by opening existing cable and radio 
systems to a full flow of information. These consisted of letters 
and memoranda to President Wilson, Secretary of the Navy 
Josephus Daniels, and George Creel, Chairman of the World 
War I Committee on Public Information. They were published 
for the first time in the 1944 annual report of Dean Carl W. 
Ackerman of the Graduate School of Journalism at Columbia 
University,® and they are interesting because they show, as 
Dean Ackerman points out, what we lost at Paris. We lost the 
opportunity to establish a world-wide foundation for the strategy 
of truth. Had it been otherwise, there might have been no 
World War IL 
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Though the statesmen of the world paid no attention, the 
spark of truth in world news did not die. In 1934 three mem- 
bers of the American Society of Newspaper Editors, Grove 
Patterson of the Toledo Blade, Casper Yost of the St. Louis 
Globe-Democrat, and William Allen White of the Emporia 
Gazette, presented the first of what has grown to be a whole bar- 
rage of resolutions calling for world freedom of news.® In it our 
two leading press associations, the United Press and the Asso- 
ciated Press, could hear the first tentative notes of what has 
since become a swelling chorus supporting their cries in the 
wilderness of official indifference. These press associations, and 
in particular their heads, Kent Cooper of the AP and Karl 
Bickel and Hugh Baillie of the UP, have done much to intro- 
duce to the whole world the concept of the independence and 
integrity of news. While Cooper has been the more vociferous 
campaigner, his rivals of the UP actually beat him to it in 
accomplishment. The UP had never in its history assumed ties 
with the cartel or with any other restrictive agency. Thus it 
escaped the chains that long irked Cooper. During World War I, 
in which the UP’s fast and colorful services earned it a promi- 
nent position in this country, it also began to sell its news in 
South America in cocky disregard of the cartel. Here was a 
field the AP could not enter because under the cartel South 
America was the property of Havas. But the UP’s success in 
doing a tidy business distributing news outside the United States 
was helpful to Cooper in his struggle rvdthin his own organization 
to break away from the cartel. Once the AP was free from the 
cartel it, too, aggressively sought clients in South America. Both 
AP and UP, and indeed INS as well, began to cultivate business 
in Europe and elsewhere abroad wherever they could. They be- 
came, and remain today, self-interested leaders in the crusade for 
a world set free for the gathering, transmission, and distribution 
of fast, accurate, and unbiased news on equal terms by independ- 
ent, nongovernmental agencies competing with one another. 

During the decade following the 1934 resolution the two 
larger press associations carried on the fight alone, with the help 
of an occasional newspaper editorial or magazine article to 
which statesmen, as before, paid no attention. But with the 
return of war in 1939, bringing a grim lesson as to the cost of 
the black-out in world news, interest began to pick up. In 
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February, 1943, the American Society of Newspaper Editors 
returned to the attack with another resolution calling for a 
''world guarantee of freedom of the press’ —a call repeated at 
its annual meeting a year later and backed by appointment of 
a committee ‘'to seek international agreement on freedom of 
the press/’ In January, 1945, the society began to move out of 
the field of resolutions into that of action. It sent around the 
world a three-man delegation consisting of Wilbur Forrest of 
the New York Herald TTibime, Ralph McGill of the Atlanta 
Constitution^ and Dean Carl W. Ackerman, to propagate the 
idea and find out what the editors and politicians of other lands 
thought of it. A year later it appointed another committee to 
study and report on world dissemination of news/® 

All this, however, still confined the movement to newspaper- 
men acting in the interest of their trade. The first glimmer of 
light indicating that the centers of political power might also 
take an interest, a glimmer that had been absent even during 
World War I, appeared at the conference of American, British, 
and Soviet foreign ministers in Moscow in October, 1943. This 
was the conference that, by approving the concept of a general 
international organization, made the United Nations possible. 
Perhaps it is no less significant that it also issued a declaration 
of Allied policy toward Italy that included the purpose that 
"freedom of speech, of religious worship, of political belief, 
of the press and of public rneeting shall be restored in full 
measure to the Italian people.” That was far from a promise of 
world-wdde freedom of news, but it hinted that freedom of the 
press might be worthy of inclusion among Allied war aims. 

The following year, 1944, was an election year in the United 
States. It brought a further accolade for the newspapermen’s 
concept in the form of planks in both Democratic and Repub- 
lican platforms calling for wmrld-wide press freedom. On Septem- 
ber 1 7 Secretary of State Hull, who had been largely responsible 
for the success of the Moscow Conference the year before, ob- 
served, "The whole question of freedom of information has been 
under study in the Department of State for some time.” Four 
days later, on September 21, the concept virtually became an 
American war aim when the Senate and the House, both of 
which had been fussing with half a dozen resolutions on the 
subject during the war, unanimously agreed upon Senate Con- 
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current Resolution 53, submitted by the chairman of the Com- 
mittee on Foreign Relations, Tom Connally of Texas. Because 
it is a concise formulation of the sense of most resolutions on 
the subject, it is worth noting in full: 

Resolved by the Senate (the House of Representatives concurring). 
That the Congress of the United States expresses its belief in the 
world-wide right of interchange of news by news-gathering and dis- 
tributing agencies, whether individual or associate, by any means, 
without discrimination as to sources, distribution, rates, or charges; 
and that this right should be protected by international compact. 

Early in 1945 the Inter- American Conference at Mexico, 
taking action on hemispheric problems of war and peace, also 
adopted a resolution on the subject. It did not, unfortunately, 
have the force of an “international compact” as called for by 
the Connally resolution, for it merely recommended that indi- 
vidual countries take action. When a few months later the San 
Francisco Conference assembled to draft the United Nations 
Charter, the American delegation pressed for inclusion of a 
declaration on fundamental human freedoms, including free- 
dom of the press. Some other delegations agreed, but the Charter 
as drafted and now in force makes no mention of freedom of 
the press or indeed any other specific freedom. It contents itself 
with the generalization that the purposes of the United Nations 
should include “promoting and encouraging respect for human 
rights and for fundamental freedoms for all.” The Economic 
and Social Council is authorized to make recommendations to 
that end.^^ 

From that time to this writing not much has been done. When 
the United Nations Assembly held its organization meeting in 
London in January, 1946, Pedro Lopez, Philippine delegate, 
proposed that the United Nations call an international con- 
ference on freedom of the press.^® A subcommission of its Com- 
mission on Human Rights busied itself with an agenda for such 
a meeting, which was held in Geneva in March and April, 
1948.^* At the suggestion of the State Department, Richard J. 
Finnegan and Warren H. Pierce of the Chicago Times had pre- 
pared a draft treaty that in eight articles laid down the essen- 
tials that would insure free world news if only all members of 
the United Nations would adopt it.^® 
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The convention succeeded beyond the modest hopes for it 
occasioned by the deep split between East and West. Three 
drafts of multilateral treaties, two draft articles for the pro- 
jected United Nations Bill of Rights, and some 43 resolutions 
were adopted. In all of them there was considerable support for 
the Anglo-Saxon thesis of freedom. Only the so-called Indian 
Amendment, declaring that governments might set penalties for 
“systematic diffusion of deliberately false or distorted reports 
which undermine friendly relations between peoples and states,” 
set a standard of official orthodoxy. The agreements have still to 
be accepted by the U.N., and ratified by the member nations. 
The principle that the gathering, transmission, and publication 
of news the world over shall be free still has a long way to go. 
But at long last a beginning has been made. 

Despite the reluctance of some governments to trust the 
strategy of truth to which all protest their devotion, there came 
out of the war at least one proof of the vitality of the idea. It is 
not paradoxical that this development revealed its energy dur- 
ing the ultranationalistic years of war, for the high tide of war- 
time censorship made people thirst for accurate information. 
Hence it was only natural that American magazines and news- 
papers, and those of some other nations as well, should burst 
their national borders to find their way past all sorts of obstacles 
into the far corners of the world. 

Formerly magazines, even where there was no language bar- 
rier, were read almost exclusively by national audiences. But 
during the tvar some of them, though little noticed among the 
noises of conflict, began to reach international audiences of 
considerable size. Where not many years before the war three 
millions of circulation in the United States and Canada was 
tops, at least one American magazine, the Reader’s Digest, had 
even before the end of the war reached a circulation estimated 
at ten millions, of which one-fifth was reputed — the Digest itself 
is extremely chary of releasing figures — to be outside the United 
States and Canada. And from the end of the war the big-time 
American magazine publishers actively cultivated the world 
market. 

One model for these ventures was the much abused Office of 
War Information’s experiment in the international magazine 
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field with Victory and both issued in many editions in 

different languages. If the Araerican public heard of Victory and 
USA. at all— they were not distributed in this country or to 
our armed forces at congressional behest — it did so largely 
through the misrepresentations about them spread by Repre- 
sentative John Taber of Auburn, New York, and others as little 
able as he to comprehend what was happening in the world. 
These politicians and their editorial supporters called Victory 
and USA. New Deal “propaganda,'' though after one false step 
by Victory the magazines did not even dare to print a picture 
of the President of the United States in fulfilling their task of 
describing America at war. The critics failed to specify, more- 
over, in what way these innocuous and wholly nonpolitical pub- 
lications were to deliver the Arab wards of Cairo and Casa- 
blanca, the Turkish precincts of Istanbul, or the British election 
districts of London and Manchester to Mr. Roosevelt at election 
time. 

Actually these magazines were far stuffier and slower than 
they ought to have been, thanks to the bureaucratic checks and 
balances under which they were put together. Nevertheless, they 
were snapped up by literate Arabs, Norwegians, Britishers, 
South Africans, Turks, Portuguese, Spaniards, Greeks, French- 
men, Danes, Albanians, and others whenever they were placed 
on sale or surreptitiously distributed in their home towns. The 
reason was that, for all their defects, they offered glimpses 
through the fog of war of what was really happening in the 
miracle land of America. Just so since the war the State Depart- 
ment's Russian-language magazine America^ circulated in the 
homeland of the iron curtain, has been snapped up at ten rubles 
a copy. 

During the war, too, commercial magazines, particularly in 
view of the market offered by millions of homesick Americans 
in uniform all around the world, followed in the path of foreign 
publication that had been pioneered by the Reader's Digest. 
Even before the end of the war it had appeared in special 
British, Spanish, Portuguese, Swedish, Arabic, and Chinese edi- 
tions. The others, relying more on American troops than on 
foreign audiences, clung largely to English editions, many in 
pony air-mail format. Among them were publications as diverse 
as Air Force ^ Coronet^ Detective Story ^ Superman^ Cosmopoli* 
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tariy Inside Detective^ Popular Mechanics, the New Yorker^ 
Saturday Evening Post, Infantry Journal, and Science News 
Letter, as well as news magazines like Time, Life, and News- 
week.^^ Newspapers too, like the New York Times, Chicago 
Tribune, Chicago Sun, and London Daily Mail experimented 
with overseas editions. In 1944 the London Times to issue 

a full-sized air edition, printed by rotary presses in standard 
fashion on India paper that not only cut down weight but gave 
an impression remarkably clear by comparison with newsprint. 

With the return of the troops, many of these wartime editions 
disappeared. And somehow the realities of peace dashed many a 
war-born dream, like that for an international ColliersN But the 
news magazines put much effort into cultivating foreign readers 
on a permanent basis. Less than a year after the end of the war, 
Time boasted four main international editions, and soon there- 
after Life began issuing a fortnightly edition for world-wide 
distribution.^® 

The habit thus being established in foreign readers of reach- 
ing for information from American or British publications, 
whether in English or in their own language, hints at the thirst 
for a more accurate understanding of the facts. This country is 
now the leader in international magazine publication, as in the 
international service of press associations. Inevitably more 
peoples are being exposed to the doctrine of publishing the news 
impartially and freely, at least to the extent common in this 
country. This means that, whatever the success of the crusade, 
in the years ahead, to get a full and free flow of competitive tele- 
graphic news into the world’s newspapers and radio, it will be 
backed by a growing stream of more leisured printed matter. 

There is no need to analyze here the various elements that 
make up the strategy of truth. It must be clear from what has 
been said that they include at least the following: an end to 
censorship; independence of the media of information from 
government; free access to the news at its source; removal of 
barriers against importing printed matter, written matter, and 
pictures; removal of barriers against listening to foreign broad- 
casts; equality as among native and foreign reporters; unhin- 
dered travel everywhere by accredited correspondents; and 
cheap, nondiscriminating tele-communications rates. 
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Agreement upon these essentials is not difficult, in Anglo- 
Saxon countries at least What is far more significant than this 
substantial unanimity of opinion, however, is the fact that even 
in Anglo-Saxon lands there are those who cast a fishy eye at the 
whole crusade for free world news, holding that it conceals a 
desire on the part of the American press associations, news- 
papers, and radio to grab more business for themselves* These 
agencies of information plead public service, the argument runs, 
but they serve the ends of private profit. Even worse, they propa- 
gate the private political and economic notions of their own- 
ers. As one cynic said to me: “Here is the old gag of the profit- 
motive industry demanding complete freedom from government 
control. These special privileges are demanded for the media of 
information on the naive assumption that the media are dedi- 
cated to the public good and are, in effect, above reproach, both 
as corporations and as individuals. You know, of course, that 
this is baloney.’* 

Is it? It would be difficult to document the thesis that our 
press associations preach a particular economic or political doc- 
trine. Even so, is there not some reason for suspecting that the 
crusaders, who pose as knights clad in the shining armor of truth, 
are just so many businessmen seeking greater profits? After all, 
it could hardly have been pure idealism that prompted the 
Associated Press, at its annual meeting just before the end of the 
war, to place $1,000,000 a year at the disposal of Kent Cooper 
to spread the AP*s services around the world.^^ And as the Econ- 
omist of London wrote in sarcastic phrases: 

Mr. Cooper , . . experiences a peculiar moral glow in finding 
that his idea of freedom coincides with commercial advantage. In 
his ode to liberty there is no suggestion that when all barriers are 
down the huge financial resources of the American agencies might 
enable them to dominate the world. His desire to prevent another 
Goebbels from poisoning the wells will be universally applauded, 
but democracy does not necessarily mean making the whole world 
safe for the 

In rebuttal the crusaders can point to history, with its lesson 
that the battle for liberty has ever been fired by the hope of 
private advantage. Were not Milton’s own troubles over divorce 
the ultimate inspiration for Areopagitica itself? Did our Amer- 
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lean revolutionists seek to establish liberty for the Hottentots, 
or for themselves? In their rebellion against the British crown 
there was a heavy admixture of social revolution at home, 
prompted by the hope of economic gain. Englishmen and their 
descendants around the world never have been greatly inter- 
ested in an abstract concept of liberty. They have always wanted 
specific liberties for themselves, and as often for economic as 
for spiritual reasons. What is there different, then, about carry- 
ing forward the battle for liberty now, until all around the world 
the nationalistic chains are struck off from the world’s news? 
Suppose there is opportunity for commercial gain in striking 
down the barriers that block nation off from nation— is it not 
still a good idea? Finally, let us remember that the alternative 
is a continuation of, and perhaps even an accentuation of, the 
strategy of error. 

Yet there lingers a doubt that will not down. Are we sure that 
Mr. Cooper’s way is the only way to the strategy of truth? If we 
leave the crusade to the press associations, are we really going 
to establish the unbiased and adequate news all over the 
earth? Or will there still be gaps in the world’s information? 
If by some miracle Russia should raise its iron curtain, would 
the capitalist American press associations report Communist 
activities with unqualified objectivity? If given the chance, will 
they pour a flood of free news into poor and backward countries 
as liberally as into those whose technical achievements and in- 
dustrial populations provide a lush market? 

Some of these doubts were formulated in the first report 
of the Commission on Freedom of the Press, a private study 
group financed chiefly by Time^ and administered by the Uni- 
versity of Chicago. The report, written on the basis of an in- 
vestigation made largely by non-newspaper personnel who had 
no ax to grind was devoted to the strategy of truth, and it made 
numerous proposals under three main heads: (1) improvement 
of physical facilities for international communication; (2) pro- 
gressive removal of political barriers and economic restrictions 
on the free flow of international communications; and (3) im- 
provement of the accuracy, representative character, and quality 
of news and news pictures. 

Here was pointed out the fact, usually ignored by press asso- 
ciation and newspaper crusaders for free international news, 
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that expense or sheer lack of mechanical facilities keep news out 
of many less advanced corners of the world, even without polit- 
ical control by governments. As a partial remedy the report 
made the radical proposal that all American cable and radio 
telegraph companies, except the purely news-transmitting Press 
Wireless, be merged under government control and made to 
expand mechanical facilities. To press the removal of political 
barriers it urged incorporation into the framework of the United 
Nations a covenant “stating that the signatory nations believe 
in, and will do their utmost to bring about, the fullest possible 
flow across national borders of true information concerning all 
events and peoples.” 

To enforce this last proposal, which if put into effect would 
for the first time give the world free trade in news, the report 
suggested a mechanism that promptly called forth the ire of the 
newspaper professionals. The suggestion was that there be or- 
ganized in all world news centers corps of correspondents in- 
cluding all newspaper and related workers, to handle disputes 
among members, or between members and host governments, 
subject to appeal to a unit of the United Nations Economic 
and Social Council — all with a view of enforcing high profes- 
sional standards and scotching deliberate attempts to spread 
misinformation. The critics objected that history’s attempts to 
enforce the dissemination of truth have always ended in sup- 
porting a particular orthodoxy, and so in suppressing truth 
rather than spreading it; the way to be free, they said, is to be 
free, and not to set up a disciplinary authority. This objection 
cannot lightly be dismissed. Yet the question remains: How are 
we going to prevent abuses of the strategy of truth? The news- 
papers are liberal with advice to labor unions that every right 
carries with it a corresponding responsibility. Is there no way to 
get the press to apply this principle to itself, to discipline its 
own members into exercising their freedom with a sober sense 
of their obligations? How are we to prevent the deliberate inter- 
national window smashing that unquestionably exists? For if it 
is rarely to be found in the factual cables of the press associa- 
tions, it is obviously marketed at a profit to large numbers of 
American xenophobes by columnists, commentators, and roving 
authors. How much does their product contribute to the strategy 
of truth? 
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Another family quarrel among believers in the strategy of 
truth has to do with whether the American press associations 
should deliver their news to the State Department, as they de- 
livered it to the Office of War Information during the war, that 
the Department might cable or broadcast the American version 
of the truth to the dark corners of the earth where the press 
associations do not penetrate. Those who trust the press and 
distrust government point to the universal experience that gov- 
ernment news, no matter hoxv pure it may be, is always suspected 
as propaganda. As the Manchester Guardian said of our quarrel 
over the State Department plan, it was not clear whether its 
supporters appreciated *'the rather important point that state 
propaganda is apt to increase, not dispel, doubts about the purity 
of motive.’’ Those xvho were troubled about the difficulty in 
getting information about this country spread throughout the 
postwar world pointed to the equally incontrovertible fact that 
the commercial agencies are not going to send their news into 
countries where it doesn’t pay, and still less through the iron 
curtain, where they couldn’t get it if they would. 

During 1947 and at least early 1948 there took place an 
extraordinary battle over continuing the entire information 
program of the State Department, consisting of radio broadcasts, 
documentary and library services abroad, and the exchange of 
students and scholars. Favoring this program, known from the 
title of the broadcasts as the “Voice of America,” was a host of 
witnesses. Among them were Secretary of State George C. 
Marshall, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, our ambassador to 
Russia, General Walter Bedell Smith, a great majority of the 
responsible newspapers, the Foreign Affairs Committee of the 
House, and even a committee appointed by the suspicious Amer- 
ican Society of Newspaper Editors to investigate the program. 
In opposition was chiefly Kent Cooper, who now seemed to 
vraiit free -world news only for the press associations, and a 
hard-shell congressional opposition. 

Why this opposition wanted to join hands with the late Dr. 
Goebbels, the unlamented cartel, and the Russia of today in 
hamstringing the effort to get news of America abroad was never 
made clear. Possibly somewhere underneath the surface of this 
intramural battle between two groups of Americans, both pre- 
sumably believers in the strategy of truth, lay the present deep 
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division between private business and government. Certainly 
few of the proponents of the Voice of America relished the 
idea of a permanent government propaganda service, even re- 
membering that propaganda can be devoted to truth just as well 
as to falsehood. But that was not the issue. It was rather whether 
for the time being the government should fill in the cracks that 
private agencies ignore, whether in addition it should distribute 
abroad texts, documents, and similarly sober material that the 
press associations would find too dull for their wires and sup- 
plementary services, and, most important of all, whether it 
should seek to reach over the iron curtain by short-wave radio. 

All one can say is that, in view of the present temper of the 
world, it would hardly be surprising if through the years to come 
Kent Cooper and his colleagues find themselves not alone in 
Carrying information of all kinds to foreign lands. And if in the 
end government does settle down for a long period of years to 
carry a part of the burden, we shall simply have to wait and see 
whether, as always in the past, that leads to the distribution of 
nationalistically and politically colored news and views. 

When all is said -and done, what are the chances that the 
world, having invited disaster by failing to establish the strategy 
of truth after World War I, will force itself to establish that 
strategy in the uncertain years to come? 

Wilbur Forrest, chairman of the American Society of News- 
paper Editors’ standing Committee on Freedom of Information, 
told the 1946 annual convention, “Nowhere in the world, not 
even in Russia, was the principle of a freer flow of news in the 
interests of postwar peace rejected.” The practice, however, is 
something else again. On the occasion of the first anniversary 
of the 1945 round-the-world missionary trip of the society’s 
three-man committee. Editor & Publisher solicited the help of 
press association correspondents abroad to survey the actual 
state of affairs in fifty-five nations, dominions, and dependen- 
cies.^® This survey revealed a definite improvement over the 
days of the cartel, but it showed that we still have far to go before 
man everywhere has the right to know his world as best he can 
through media of information whose product is not colored, 
officially. There are infinite gradations in this official control. 
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but one might take Editor & Publisher’s report and summarize 
it in a table like this; 


Free News Countries 


Europe 8 

Middie East 0 

Far East ' 5 

Latin America 9 

South Africa 1 


Countries Controlling News 


SOME CONTROL STRONG CONTROL TOTAL 

5 ^ 10 ■•■""is.''. 

5 i 6 

6 1 7 

4 0 4 

0 0 0 


Total 23 20 12 32 


If this division is correct, then in 1946, the first year of peace, 
only twenty-three countries practiced the strategy of truth, while 
thirty-two still clung to one variety or another of the strategy of 
error. One year later another survey indicated that the trend 
was away from, rather than toward, the wartime ideal of un- 
controlled news. The degree of control changes almost from 
day to day. But everywhere there is evidence that the ideal of a 
free exchange of information, on a competitive basis, encounters 
an unwillingness on the part of governments to trust the Anglo- 
Saxon thesis that a complete absence of restrictions leads to the 
most accurate information. 

One can conclude only that universal adoption of the 
strategy of truth, the great historic principle of freedom in new 
form that would allow mankind to see itself far more clearly 
than it does today, is still a long way off. But at least the world 
is now conscious of it, and professes devotion to it. Perhaps, in 
the new world that is struggling to be born, we shall yet have it. 




CHAPTER' XVI 


NATIONS IN BLINDERS 



Our present information system consists of newspapers, maga- 
zines, radio, and moving pictures that are for the most part big- 
business enterprises sheltered behind a free-press principle de- 
signed to protect the individual eighteenth century pamphle- 
teer, If we are dissatisfied with that situation, how can we better 

The most conspicuous alternative is totalitarian journalism; 
and today totalitarian journalism means Russian journalism. 
It will not do to dismiss this Russian alternative as alien to the 
temperament and the traditions of the American people. In the 
first place, as we can see from the struggle for free world news 
examined in the last chapter, we now live in one world journal- 
istically as well as physically; and the English-speaking peoples 
are a small minority in that world, a minority less and less in- 
sulated from the majority. We have but to look at contemporary 
Europe, moreover, to realize how strongly peoples there are 
pressing more powers upon government, because they see gov- 
ernment as the only means of giving effect to their determina- 
tion to rebuild their countries without at the same time allowing 
the prewar order of things to return. Nor is the tendency con- 
fined to Europe. In our own country it is obvious, from the pre- 
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war popularity of the New Deal and from our postwar struggle 
to find a workable balance between the old and the new that, 
however much we might like it otherwise, the simpler days of 
the past will never return. 

So it is that those who in our time correspond to the great 
company of heroes who fought for our liberties, including free- 
dom of the press, incline toward a view radically at variance 
with that of their predecessors. The liberties proclaimed in the 
Declaration and embedded in the Constitution — especially its 
Bill of Rights— were won by liberals; and a conspicuous mark 
of the liberal used to be his hostility to excessive government. 
But while our conservatives insist that this remains the identify- 
ing characteristic of the liberal today, and see nothing ridiculous 
in calling themselves liberals, a more fundamental quality of 
the liberal was and is his dissatisfaction wdth the status quo^ his 
desire for change and improvement. He sees the golden age 
as lying ahead rather than in the past, and does not feel the 
businessman's inconsolable nostalgia for political and economic 
doctrines that have been outraced by events. Hence today's 
liberal has abandoned with hardly a qualm, as no longer suit- 
able, his prototype’s aversion to government. If he is hardly 
ready to reverse Jefferson’s classic dictum to make it read, ‘‘That 
government is best which governs most,” he does see in govern- 
ment the only force strong enough to challenge the concentra- 
tion of wealth and power and the obstruction of social change 
that characterize most of our business enterprises. 

At this point, however, our liberals stop. For when it comes 
to applying their favorite remedy, government, to journalism, 
the more discerning of them, at least, are no more enthusiastic 
than the rest of us. They find themselves uncomfortable at the 
thought of anything here resembling Soviet journalism, even 
in far milder form. But the awkward fact remains that 
government journalism is the only rival to our own that displays 
vitality. As we search for ways of correcting the defects of 
American journalism, we cannot afford to ignore it. And if we 
look beneath the surface of the Russian example we shall find, 
I think, something that interests us. 

Before venturing into the mysteries of Soviet journalism, 
however, it will be desirable to stop briefly among the ruins 
of Dr. Goebbels’s empire, for there we may pick up one or two 
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pointers as to what makes government journalism effective. Let 
us check our prejudices at the door, and glance at a detail or two 
of the Nazi technics, in the professional spirit with which 
American staff officers examined the methods of their opposite 
numbers on the defeated Wehrmacht. 

What the Nazis wanted from the press was set forth in their 
Twenty-five Points of 1920, the nearest thing they had to a 
political philosophy. Point XXIII demanded, among other 
things, “a German national press.” To that end “all editors and 
contributors to newspapers employing the German language 
must be members of the nation,” non-German newspapers must 
have special permission from the state to appear, and “non- 
Germans shall be prohibited by law from participating finan- 
cially in or influencing German newspapers.” ^ 

The stress on a “German” press was based on the Nazis’ 
ready acceptance of the premise that it is the function of a news- 
paper to be the organ of a particular point of view, to tell only 
a desired kind of truth. This is the direct opposite of the premise 
behind the Fourth Estate, which holds it to be the function of 
the press to serve as an independent auditor of the passing scene. 
It was not, therefore, the lies Goebbels published in the Nazi 
press that were fundamentally vicious. Rather it was his assump- 
tion that the press was a means for achieving the objectives of 
government. 

This distinction may sound technical, almost picayune. But 
suppose for the sake of argument that Goebbels had happened 
to preach precisely our own prescription for the economic, polit- 
ical, and social ills of our time. Would we have objected then? 
Not unless we differed radically from the mass of men, who will 
cheerfully ignore any premise if the conclusion is agreeable. 
Yet a press devoted to preaching our own political gospel is no 
less evil, no less pernicious, than one preaching the gospel of 
the opposition; both identify themselves with particular causes, 
and in doing so betray the mission of journalism in society. 

This is the first lesson we can learn from Dr. Goebbels. There 
are others. One is that the notorious secret daily orders he 
issued, which in the popular view were the means by which he 
made all German journals sing the official tune, were not, in fact, 
his primary instrument of control. When shortly before the war 
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: I went Germany to study - the technics' of. control I was sur- 
■ prised : to find that a powerful ' instrument was the 
Reich Chamber of Culture.: This was an ' all-embracing, govern- 
ment-run combination of a trade association with a closed shop 
that controlled every possible approach to the German mind — 
from newspapers to moving pictures, from music to sculpture. 
The particular subdivision that dealt with the press was the 
Reichspressekammer, or Reich Press Chamber (and it had 
counterparts in radio, moving pictures, the theater, book pub- 
lishing, art, and music). For comparison in the United States, 
imagine a merger of the American Newspaper Publishers Asso- 
ciation, the American Society of Newspaper Editors, the Amer- 
ican Newspaper Guild, and the mechanical unions into a single 
group which every last worker in the field, whether publisher, 
editor, advertising man, reporter, linotyper, pressman, or clerical 
worker, is forced to join. 

This insistence on universality is what gave Dr. Goebbels his 
stranglehold on German news. No one could write for or edit 
any German newspaper or other publication without joining 
the writers’ group of the press chamber, knotvn as the Reich 
Union of the German Press. For under the journalists’ law 
promulgated by Goebbels on October 4, 1933, it became a con- 
dition of employment for newspaper editorial workers to belong. 
The provisions of the law, especially Article 5,^ were designed 
to make certain that only persons looked upon with favor by 
the Nazi hierarchy should be free to engage in newspaper work. 
Not only must they be orthodox politically in the first place, 
but they must remain constantly on their good behavior. 
Without a membership card in the great Nazi union of news- 
paper workers they could not work. And if at any time a 
newspaperman transgressed against the letter of the many de- 
crees, rules, regulations, and daily propaganda orders, or even 
against the honor of a party dignitary in a regional ofiice or in 
Berlin, he risked losing his membership card. Thereafter he 
was free to dig ditches or sell shoestrings for a living, but he 
could never again do a day’s newspaper i\?ork. 

The power of this closed-shop principle is incredible. Each 
newspaperman who works under such a system is haunted by 
the knowledge that by a single offense he risks his professional 
future and his livelihood. 
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The resulting fear made the non-party editor or writer toe 
the line as readily as the most fanatic Nazi zealot, for a fright- 
ened self-censorship set stricter standards than Goebbels him- 
self. I discovered in talking with German newspapermen, not 
only those inwardly unconverted to the Nazi cause but also 
those who were party men, that the threat of expulsion made 
workers in the ranks and responsible editors alike constantly 
overcautious. They would refuse to print even a DNB dispatch, 
which was official and therefore presumably safe, if they sensed 
in it the slightest deviation from the previous official line. 

The extreme pressure to stay on the safe side accounted for 
the monotone in the German press that, surprisingly enough, 
used to trouble Dr. Goebbels. He had avoided taking the entire 
German press into the party ownership precisely to preserve at 
least the outward signs of journalistic individuality. Yet here 
they were all, party organs and the rest alike, singing a single 
Nazi note. Repeatedly he chid the editors to be more colorful, 
individualistic, and aggressively varied. But always the threat 
of losing the right to work held them in line. 

Goebbels had, of course, other means of control. His empire 
rested on three legs, of which the most powerful was the Cham- 
ber of Culture and the most notorious the Reichsministerium 
fiir Volksaufklarung und Propaganda. The third leg was the 
Nazi party propaganda organization, which kept right on func- 
tioning after party and government had for all practical pur- 
poses become one. All three — Chamber of Culture, Propaganda 
Ministry, and party organization — ^were closely intermeshed 
both at the top and down through the ranks, a fact signalized 
by Goebbels’s position as head of them all — government min- 
ister, party press chief, and president of the Chamber. 

We can learn from the Goebbels experiment, then, that when 
once one takes the plunge implicit in the liberal’s cure for 
today’s ills, and uses government as a corrective for the defects 
in journalism, one has started on a road whose end is frighten- 
ing. This is the one respect in which the Time University of 
Chicago Commission on Freedom of the Press seems to me to 
err. It recommends that the government should make up for 
the errors and omissions of our press by going into the news 
business itself. It argues that there is nothing in the First Amend- 
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ment or in our democratic tradition to prevent the government 
from participating in mass communications. The government 
should therefore “state its own ease, . • . supplement private 
sources of information, and . . . propose standards for private 
emulation.*’ And this, the commission blandly says, ‘'is not 
dangerous to the freedom of the press.” ® In view of what hap- 
pened when Dr. Goebbels embarked on this road, the rest of 
us may not be so sure. 

Nor is the prospect of government news all that leads in this 
direction. The example of the powerful Nazi Chamber of Cul- 
ture, little known and little understood in this country, might 
well give pause to the more sober heads in the American News- 
paper Guild. One wonders whether the Guild membership is 
aware of what it headed for when it brought a labor union into 
the Fourth Estate. The Guild, as we shall see in the next chapter, 
sprang up in the great depression as the natural reaction of 
reporters, copy readers and other editorial men against the short- 
sighted mistreatment long given them by the newspaper pub- 
lishers of America. Despite its continuing, aggressive pressure 
for more inclusive organization, the Guild obviously has a 
long way to go before it matches Dr. Goebbels’s success in regard 
to universal membership; but its use of hard-boiled union tac- 
tics to gather ever more newspaper workers into the fold, and 
its reaching out for office and clerical employees in order to 
achieve more power, hardly constitutes resistance to the trend 
in Dr. Goebbels’s direction. No doubt it is so busy fighting 
recalcitrant publishers that it has little time to worry about 
where success in its efforts must take journalism. But the Guild’s 
leaders might well explain what, if they were left to their own 
devices, w^'ould keep them from gathering every last newspaper 
worker into the ranks. Once that goal was reached the Guild 
would still not include the publishers, who were forced into 
Dr. Goebbels’s association of both workers and managers; but 
it would come close to Dr. Goebbels’s subdivision for editorial 
workers, the Reichsverband der Deutschen Presse. 

Without any sign of awareness, then, the Guild, by putting 
its energy into a drive for universality, is striving for what Dr. 
Goebbels achieved. Its motives obviously contrast sharply with 
his; but the Guild leadership might look ahead and reflect 
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upon the political possibilities inherent in the social instrument 
it is creating as a by-product of its efforts to help the rank and 
file of newspaper employees. 

For all the vaunted German efficiency and Nazi ruthlessness, 
Soviet journalism makes Dr. Goebbels seem an amateur in 
government control of the minds of the people. Whereas in 
Germany the Nazis took over a press that was in full being, the 
Soviet journalists started almost from scratch. The maximum 
circulation of all newspapers under the czars, just before the 
First World War, was 2,700,000. By 1940— that is, within a 
quarter-century— the Soviet government had raised this to 38,- 
000,000.^ This transformation represents an achievement as 
stupendous as the industrialization of Russia of which it is a 
part. Or perhaps we should say that it seems so, for the figure 
of 38,000,000 circulation comes from Gosplan, the state plan- 
ning agency. As with so much else concerning Soviet Russia, 
however, one wonders what may lie behind the official figures. 
And no less, an authority than Joseph Stalin, in reporting on the 
cultural advance of Soviet Russia, cited “annual newspaper 
circulation” as being only 7,092,400 in 1938-1939,® a modest 
total compared with 38,000,000. 

Whatever its exact dimensions, the Russian press differs 
sharply from ours in being almost bare of general news. It is 
largely functional rather than reportorial. That is, it consists 
for the most part of organs devoted to the interests of partic- 
ular economic or social groups. One of the big dailies is Red 
Star, the Army’s publication. Another is Labor, the trade- 
union paper. There are many others devoted to agriculture, the 
various industries, and a vast array of technical, cultural, and 
sporting organizations. In this devotion to a particular cause, 
to the interests of a particular group, we see another evidence 
of the basic assumption we noted in Nazi journalism, that it is 
the task of a publication to promote a particular interest, to 
propagandize something, rather than to serve as a neutral re- 
porter of the passing scene. 

Even where general news is published, as in the great Moscow 
dailies that are published simultaneously in other cities, there 
is a sharp difference from American practice. The Soviet press 
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follows the Continental habit of disdaining only comic strips 
and household hints but also the vast body of local, national, 
and foreign news, trivial or substantial, that makes our papers 
what they are. There are few items on crime — except crimes 
against the state— no scandal, society, or professional sports 
news, and, since there are no stock markets, no stock-market or 
financial ne'^vs. All this reflects the fact that to the Soviets news 
is news only if it has. social significance. Accordingly, speeches, 
Communist Party pronouncements, reports of factories com- 
pleted or production quotas exceeded, news of drives or exhibi- 
tions, resolutions of workers’ committees, and technical or 
industrial items that in America xvould be hidden in corporation 
reports or trade journals, are front-page stuff in Russia. And 
who is to say that the affairs of a Mary Astor, Errol Flynn, or 
Charlie Chaplin are more suitable to page one than the breath- 
less details of what the nonferrous metals industry is doing? 

Russian newspapers now operate under the third of the Soviet 
constitutions, the one adopted in 1936. In a glowing bill of 
rights that begins by guaranteeing to the Soviet citizen the right 
to employment, security, rest, and education, this constitution 
says: 

Article 125: In accordance with the interests of the working 
people, and in order to strengthen the socialist system, the citizens 
of the USSR are guaranteed by law: 

(a) Freedom of speech; 

(b) Freedom of the press; 

(c) Freedom of assembly and meetings; 

(d) Freedom of street processions and demonstrations. 

This, together with another article recognizing freedom of 
religious worship and of antireligious propaganda, is clearly 
adapted from our own First Amendment. There is, however, 
an additional paragi'aph in the Soviet free-speech article. It says: 

These rights of citizens are ensured by placing at the disposal of 
the working people and their organizations printing shops, supplies 
of paper, public buildings, the streets, means of communication, 
and other material requisites for the exercise of these rights.® 
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Behind this final paragraph lies the Soviet axiom that no free- 
dom of any kind is possible until the slate is wiped clean of 
capitalism and a fresh start made with a socialist state that will 
eventually progress toward the classless dream-world of pure 
Communism. According to Soviet dogma, the fact that a socialist 
state exists in Russia guarantees real freedom as distinct from 
the illusory political freedom of democracy. To us, this thesis, 
which holds that freedom of the press is guaranteed by the fact 
that the state puts presses, paper, news services, and other facil- 
ities at the disposal of the people-journalists, is meaningless. 
Such a system permits only those upon whom the government 
looks with favor to publish news. To the Soviet mind, however, 
our own press freedom is meaningless, because its facilities are 
owned by a handful of capitalists who are themselves free, but 
who withhold that freedom from the mass of the people by 
forcing their hirelings to write only what they, the capitalists, 
want. To hold this view it is of course necessary to ignore the 
fact that in the United States the Communists can say what they 
please, as witness the Daily Worker and the New Masses^ md 
that papers as different as, say, the Washington Post and the 
Chicago Tribune can and do say what they please. It is also 
necessary to ignore the fact that similar diversity in Russia 
would mean the death of the editors. Our liberals rightly com- 
plain that papers like the Chicago Tribune give far too little 
news that runs contrary to their editorial policy. But an equal 
amount of unorthodox news in a Russian paper is unthinkable. 
As the Soviet jurist Nikolai Krylenko — who seems since to have 
disappeared from circulation like so many others — ^liimself said 
of the admirable but in practice largely ignored 1936 consti- 
tution: 

We don’t wish to be hypocrites. No worker, collective farmer or 
any other working person will object to the fact that any persons 
who might wish to bring back the capitalist system are not given 
either free speech or free press by our Constitution.’' 

This system, under which only those favored by the ruling 
group in state and Communist Party are allowed to practice 
journalism, is reenforced by the fact that behind both stands 
the criminal code, violations of which are subject to penalties 
ranging from imprisonment to execution by a firing squad and 
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confiscation of all property.^ M is not a capital offense in 
Russia. Attacks on the regime are, though it has been reported 
that the death penalty in peacetime has been abolished.^ 

Still another reenforcement making sure that no unpleasant 
notes will be sounded in the Russian press is Glavit, the supreme 
and ubiquitous censorship agency. According to a decree of the 
Soviet of People's Commissars of June 6, 1931, which as far as 
I can discover is still in force, Glavit was set up to maintain ''all 
kinds of politicoddeological, military, and economic control 
over printed words, manuscripts, copies, pictures, etc., destined 
for publication or distribution, and also over radio broadcasts, 
lectures, and exhibitions." Glavit, which has agents in every 
corner of Soviet society, is furthermore empowered to forbid 
the editing, publishing, and distribution of works: 

a) that contain agitation and propaganda against the Soviet Gov- 
ernment and the dictatorship of the proletariat; 

b) reveal state secrets; 

c) arouse nationalistic and religious fanaticism; 

d) have a pornographic character. 

With this goes authority to control literature and all other 
means of public expression in early as well as finished stages; 
to grant or withdraw permission to open a publishing house or 
a newspaper or magazine; to control exports and imports of 
printed matter; to examine complaints, prepare lists of for- 
bidden works, and bring transgressors to account; to maintain 
agents in publishing houses, newspaper and magazine offices, 
printing houses, radio broadcasting organizations, telegraph 
agencies, customhouses, post offices, and similar institutions. 
Always a specified number of copies of anything intended for 
distribution must go to Glavit before publication, and the most 
insignificant bit of printed matter, whether a theater program 
or a poster in a factory, must carry “the permissive visa of the 
Glavit or its local organs" in order to be published,^*^ 

Surely it is not possible to find here a loophole through 
which the slightest heresy, already made impossible by the con- 
stitutional system of allowing only safe journalists, could creep. 
No rvonder that Soviet Russia does not find it necessary to ape 
Dr. Goebbels — who, incidentally, started in business long after 
the Russians were a going concern — by setting up a Chamber of 
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Culture and making all connected with journalism join it. 
Such a device is wholly unnecessary. Even without it the Soviet 
press performs magnificently as a willing and harmomous or- 
gan. Instead of the cacophony of voices that still echoes lustily 
in our democracy despite the theory that the boss capitalists 
permit only their tune to be sung, all is smoothly ordered in 
Russia. An American reporter, arriving in Moscow after the 
war with a fresh eye, had this to report: 

The Soviet citizen, pushing through the crowds in the Moscow 
subway these hot mornings on his way to work, should be a very 
happy man. From reading his newspapers and listening to the radio 
he knows that things almost everywhere are worse than in the 
Soviet Union and that although his motherland is again faced 
with the twin bugbears of imperialism and fascism, it is protected 
by the mightiest army in the world.^^ 

So it always was in the home of Communism, Remember the 
amazing way in which the war that in 1939 and 1940 had been 
one between grasping rival imperialisms miraculously trans- 
formed itself, on the day Hitler attacked Russia, into a glorious 
fight of the freedom-loving peoples against the fascist assassins 
of Hitlerite Germany. These surprising reversals are made far 
more readily than we could imagine with our own press, by 
virtue of the fact that there simply is no other source of in- 
formation than the government press and radio. So be it; 

Petruchio: I say it is the moon. 

Katharina: I know it is the moon. 

Petruchio: Nay, then you lie: it is the blessed sun. 

Katharina: Then, God be bless'd, it is the blessed sun; 

But sun it is not, when you say it is not; 

And the moon changes even as your mind. 

What you will have it named, even that it is. 

What has been said above represents the orthodox American 
view of Soviet journalism, and beyond all question that view 
reflects the truth. What we overlook is the fact that it is not quite 
the whole truth. To this extent, therefore, we ourselves hold 
a distorted view of Russian journalism. Let us, then, without 
taking back one word of what has been said, look under the 
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surface for the rest of the truth, which may reveal a factor that 
could be helpful iu raising the standard of our own journalism. 

One peculiarity of Russian newspapers that does not figure 
in the popular American view, though we have been told about 
it often enough, is the doctrine of self-criticism. This is a form 
of denouncing public persons and practices that is, to be sure, 
hardly vigorous enough to satisfy Americans, to whom the 
right to denounce President, Congress, and the headliners in 
any and all corners of American life is as necessary and as 
natural as it is inalienable. Russian self-criticism stops safely 
short of the top. Stalin receives a universal public adulation 
that seems to us the most nauseating kind of lickspittle, though 
the Russians don't seem to mind it. The top hierarchy under 
Stalin, too, is immune from public reproach, and policy laid 
down in the Kremlin is as inviolate as any primitive tribal taboo. 
But as far as the doctrine of self-criticism goes it is real. Walter 
Duranty, on the basis- of his many years of observation, once 
summed it up in these words: 

Self-criticism is the salt in the Soviet home propaganda pie. It 
enables any writer or speaker, high or low, to take a violent and 
enjoyable crack at almost anyone or anything, provided he sticks 
to concrete facts or remains “objective,'' as the Russians call it, and 
refrains from the unwisdom — -or positive danger — of ideological 
criticism or covert attacks on the "party line," which would brand 
him with heresy and disgrace. 

The Russians by nature have a streak of anarchic iconoclasm, be 
they never so loyal communists, and “self-criticism" gives them wel- 
come relief from the stark rigidity of Stalinism, a relief no less 
delightful because it is dangerous. There have been cases when over- 
zealous critics have been compelled to make ignominious retractions 
or have lost their jobs or have been expelled from the party. 

But it is a splendid safety valve, none the less, and so widely used 
by the Moscow press in particular, which is closest, of course, to 
the Kremlin, that a foreign observer often wonders whether every- 
thing is “going to the bowwows," so long and gi’ievous is the tale 
of mismanagement, waste, and bureaucratic error. Its chief beauty 
is that few save the very highest dignitaries are spared from biame.^^ 

Here then is a method of achieving, within totalitarian limits, 
the healthy and human privilege of calling down one's betters. 
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It has the added advantage of providing a totalitarian press with 
some, at least, of the flavor and variety that Goebbels sought 
vainly to instill into German journalism. 

There is another Russian practice that attracts the Soviet 
reader. This consists in- reinforcing official government news 
with a system of amateur journalism on the part of readers. 
Even the great Pravda contains newsy items sent in by humble 
Bolsheviks in the factories or on collective farms or in the army. 
This not only makes for items as readable as the letter column 
in our own home-town papers, but stimulates among readers an 
intense loyalty toward their press. For these amateur contribu- 
tions give to Soviet readers a sense of personal participation in 
the work of their press. Such a direct personal interest, as dis- 
tinct from a spectator interest, is unknown to the readers of even 
our smaller and therefore more intimate American dailies. Our 
journals are technically far superior to the Russian ones, but 
somehow the Russians have won a devotion from their readers 
that American papers used to enjoy, but have to a considerable 
extent lost as they became bigger and more impersonal. Many an 
American publisher rests content, vastly impressed by the grati- 
fyingly high, and ever higher, circulation %ures of his paper. 
All too often, however, large circulations testify merely to the 
completeness of news coverage, the popularity of features, and 
the lack of rivals. The invisible and imponderable quality of 
devotion on the part of readers is something else again. Its 
existence in Russia while many American readers are cynical 
about their own press gives to Russian journalism, for all its 
totalitarian halter, a seasoning of strength that Americans might 
well envy. 

Here we approach that positive quality in the Soviet press 
from which American newspapers might learn a valuable lesson. 
For the good will and loyalty of Russia’s people to the Russian 
press is an outward sign of the inward substance that Soviet 
apologists have in mind when they insist that they, and not we, 
have a really free press. To us Russia’s totalitarianism makes this 
a meaningless boast. To the Russians it derives naturally from 
the Soviet conception of the state, so difficult for us to under- 
stand. This conception holds that, because landlords and capi- 
talists no longer exist in Russia, therefore everyone must be a 
worker; and therefore in turn there can be no occasion for 
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what is to us the f wa non of democracy, freedom for all 

kinds of opinion and all kinds of political groupings and parties. 
As one Soviet apologist put it, ‘‘In the Soviet Union there is noth- 
ing to warrant the existence of several parties, since classes with 
radically different interests no longer exist in our country.*' 
When everyone is a worker, how can a dissident voice represent 
anything but treason? 

That much has the familiar doctrinaire ring. But how about 
this further observation by the Soviet apologist? “One cannot 
seriously discuss the democracy of a regime and at the same 
time close one’s eyes to the main thing: Whom does it serve? 
For whose benefit does it exist — for the benefit of the people or 
their bitterest enemies, the traitors and betrayers of the people’s 
interests?” It is, of course, a Russian dogma, that there must be 
class warfare as long as there is capitalism, and that capitalist 
countries are controlled by “traitors and betrayers of the people’s 
interests.” While that dogma no doubt goes over big behind 
Russia’s iron curtain, it is denied by our own experience. Never- 
theless the question, “Whom does the press serve?” gets to the 
point. Brooks Atkinson, for ten months after the war Moscow 
correspondent of the Neiv York Times, wrote on his return a 
series of articles whose candor earned him a standard denuncia- 
tion in Pravda, plus the special epithet “untalented calumni- 
ator,” as well as a Pulitzer Prize. But in his articles he made 
these not unfriendly statements: “As far as I know, the govern- 
ment is not imposed on the people against their will, nor is it 
a corrupt government that puts the personal interests of any one 
group ahead of what are regarded as the true interests of the 
state. . . . My impression is that the people of the Soviet Union 
generally trust and respect the wisdom and integrity of their 
leaders. ... I know of no active, organized opposition to the 
government. . . . Apart from the normal grumbling about the 
hardness of living, the people seem to believe in their govern- 
ment.” 

This repeats the testimony of other observers, sometimes di- 
rected more specifically toward the press. But then, press and 
government are for practical purposes one. Totalitarianism and 
all, therefore, the mass of Soviet citizens is to a large extent con- 
vinced that their press represents their interests and fights on 
their side. 
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Here is something that American publishers and editors 
might well mull over. For there is ample evidence that the 
American public, by and large, has no such conviction as to its 
own press. To the Soviet question, “What press have you in the 
United States that is wholly devoted to the interests of the 
people?” every American publisher would of course answer with 
a resounding, “Mine.” But does the public agree? As noted 
in Chapter VI, the technological and industrial development of 
the last century has made the American press a largely imper- 
sonal, corporate institution from which the ordinary citizen feels 
himself remote. He believes in a free press, and when put to it 
he will fight for it. But by and large freedom of the press means 
to him a benefit for the press, and not for him. 

This is in sharp contrast to our earlier days. Then the sub- 
scriber was willing to do battle for his paper as for himself, 
because he, like the Soviet citizen of today, was convinced that 
its sole concern was not to give him reading matter — -which our 
press today does superbly well— but to fight his battles in the 
public arena. Today his paper seems instead like a journalistic 
General Motors, whose products are technically excellent but 
whose economic and political interests are not his own and are, 
indeed, often in sharp conflict with his own. The managers of 
industry and finance, the store owners and the entrepreneurs 
big and little, together with their women in the better resi- 
dential districts, no doubt, find that the American newspaper 
tends to voice their sentiments. But the vast body of citizens 
seems to think otherwise. And it is out of this fact that there 
arises the conviction of today’s liberals, backed by a voting 
majority of the people, that with some notable exceptions the 
American press today does not serve the people as a whole, but 
rather the favored few. And despite the fact that those favored 
few, moving in their own agreeable home and business sur- 
roundings, seem to themselves to be many, proportionately to 
the population as a whole they are insignificant. 

If there is, then, anything we can learn from Russian journal- 
ism, it has nothing to do with state ownership or all the total- 
itarian trappings of which the Russians boast. All these are 
alien and detestable to our deepest instincts. What we have to 
learn, or rather relearn, is that the press ought to be devoted to 
the hopes and fears and desires and needs of the bulk of the 
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American people. Many of our publishers no doubt sincerely 
believe that they have the people’s interests at heart. They have 
convinced themselves that, if the people do not go along with 
the doctrines preached in their editorials and columns, it is 
because the people have been seduced by demagogues propa- 
gandizing a false and alien political philosophy. The anomaly 
of this situation, in which the publishers picture themselves as 
devoted to the real welfare of the public while the people them- 
selves are convinced that the publishers are often doing the 
opposite, seems to escape many of these who control our journal- 
ism. 

The psychopathic Russian fear of an opposition, the existence 
of the ubiquitous censorship agency Glavit, the whole struc- 
ture of the police state, indicate that the spontaneous devotion 
of the Russian people to the regime and its press is something 
less than perfect. Nevertheless, American authorities who lived 
in Russia before the iron curtain clanked down tell us that 
there is an element of popular allegiance to the Russian press. 
Such a faith is an indefinable and imponderable but priceless 
ingredient of journalism. It is one that ought to thrive far more 
readily in a free country than in one that is as harsh and brutal 
a tyranny as the world has ever seen. If our journalism is to 
discharge its ethical and moral as well as its technical responsi- 
bilities, it must carry the sympathy and loyalty of its readers to 
new heights. But how? 
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Any attempt to improve the American press must begin with 
the concept of the Fourth Estate, which totalitarian journalism 
denies. That concept is the Anglo-Saxon contribution to the 
theory of journalism. It remains the one hope of a more ade- 
quate journalism in the future. As we noted long since, in 
Chapter IV, the Fourth Estate is by definition apart from all 
the rest of society. It should be free from even emotional ties 
to any political party, any group interest, any social or economic 
class. It lives in a world of its own, turning restlessly inquisitive 
eyes on all the other estates that make up the world of men. By 
virtue of being thus detached it serves the whole of society with 
unprejudiced testimony as to what is going on, and so helps 
us all to have in our minds at least a reasonable approximation 
of the real world we live in. 

That is the ideal. But as always when man seeks to realize an 
ideal, the vision vanishes at his attempt to grasp it. It slips away 
again into the future and mocks and beckons him on from there. 
Because it beckons, and because our standard press seems uncon- 
scionably slow in heeding its call, many men have put forward 
many proposals for getting closer to the vision than we are now. 
Among all the possibilities, these stand out: 
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A municipal press. This envisions newspapers owned and 
operated by a city, just as subways or power plants may be owned 
by'aeity. ■ .■ 

A yardstick press. This calls for government-supported news- 
papers comparable to the TVA, against which the performance 
of the private press might be measured. 

A professionalized press. This envisions academic and other 
training for newspapermen, plus standards of admission to the 
profession comparable to bar examinations for lawyers. 

A press without advertising. Here the idea is to make sub- 
scribers pay the whole cost of running a newspaper, and thus 
to free it from the need of earning its bread and butter by selling 
space to advertisers. 

Aia endotved press. This somewhat similar concept envisions 
newspapers that are independent of their readers as well as their 
advertisers because, like our great private universities and re- 
search foundations, they are philanthropically underwritten. 

A church press. Sinct the church is already devoted to our 
ethical as well as spiritual welfare, why not let it manage the 
press for the good of the community as a whole? 

A labor press. This is an obvious counterbalance to the heavy 
concentrations of capital that control the existing press. 

As far as I knoxv this list comprises all reasonably practical 
suggestions for making a better press. Even so, we can dismiss 
most of them as obviously unsuitable. The municipal news- 
paper, for example, cannot meet the basic democratic require- 
ment that the press be free from government. Its advocates 
falsely assume an analogy between journalism and the public 
utilities. Does not the newspaper operate, they ask, just like the 
railroad, the telegraph, or the gas company, in a primary field 
of public interest? It may not quite be a natural monopoly, but 
economically there is room for only relatively few newspapers. 
This takes away competition, and with it the compulsion to 
make the surviving papers serve all the people. Why not, then, 
regulate the newspapers as we regulate the power companies? 
Or, better, why not do what many American municipalities 
have done with power plants, and let the city own a ne'wspaper? 
All this conveniently overlooks the unique characteristic of 
journalism that earned it alone, of all the business and profes- 
sions, constitutional immunity from government. Perhaps that 
is why, even though the idea of public utility journalism is as 
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old as that of regulating the railroads, it has for all practical 
purposes not been tried in the United States. In 1912 a weekly 
Municipal News was launched in Los Angeles, hut Alfred M. 
Lee, the sociologist-historian of journalisni, says of it only tha^ 
it “was labeled ‘that damned socialist thing' and killed by the 
general-circulation dailies." ^ What the murder weapon was, or 
what the evidence that it was murder and not death from natural 
causes, he does not say. 

In noting that public utility or municipal journalism violates 
the principle of independence from government, we have al- 
ready, I think, disposed of the suggestion for a yardstick press, a 
TVA of journalism. It is the identical suggestion, dressed in the 
clothes of state or Federal rather than municipal control. Like 
TVA itself, a single Federal newspaper, while it would no doubt 
raise an even more violent political tornado, might be interest- 
ing to watch. But here again, if we enlarge the suggestion into 
a substitute for the present daily newspapers of America, we 
get an even more centralized and therefore more nearly totali- 
tarian journalism than under the more diversified municipal 
pattern. Finally, those who are so insensitive to democratic 
fundamentals as to believe that the inherent evil of government 
journalism would be outweighed by the good of a journalistic 
loud-speaker freely available to an administration they approve, 
should ask themselves what they would think of it were the 
opposition in power. 

Let us therefore retreat from the uncomfortable proximity 
to totalitarian journalism, and pass on to the next alternative, 
a professionalized journalism. This has been suggested by rea- 
soning from the fact that formerly both doctors and lawyers, like 
many newspapermen still, picked up their training as they went 
along. Today doctors and lawyers are trained in professional 
schools. Not only that, but before they are turned loose upon 
the public they must pass bar examinations or be licensed. The 
whole progress of medicine from witch doctoring to a science 
practiced on a high ethical plane is inspiring. Is there not here 
a pattern for journalism? 

There is not. Beyond question our news staffs would benefit 
from further professionalization if all it meant were a wider 
educational background and higher technical competence, per- 
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haps acquired at one of the better journalism schools that have 
now existed lor a generation. But professionalization compa- 
rable to that of law or medicine can be dismissed offhand, like 
the alternatives already reviewed, because it involves examina- 
tion and licensing. This, the first shackle the authorities of 
church and state put upon printing in its infancy, would mean 
giving up every man’s right to have his say in print regardless 
of his training. We cannot license expression without killing 
democracy. , 

In another sense, however, there is validity in the thesis that 
professionalization might improve our journalism. It is largely 
held within newspaper ranks that the chief fault of our press 
is that the working newspapermen, who in their professional 
careers have rubbed up against all sorts and conditions of men 
and tend as a result to view the lot with a detachment born of 
disillusionment, are not allowed to control our newspapers. 
They are kept under the thumb of the businessmen who pre- 
dominate among owners and publishers, who are self-interested 
members of an economic aristocracy rather than detached and 
objective reporters. 

To find a way of giving control to the editorial professionals, 
however, is not easy. One brief effort to do so was incidental 
to the early history of the American Newspaper Guild, which 
some of its pioneers conceived as a banding together of specialists 
to promote higher ethical and technical standards. Unfortu- 
nately, this goal proved unattractive in comparison with the 
economic appeal of labor unionism. In fact, the editorial em- 
ployees of our newspapers, who had been indifferent toward all 
the earlier sporadic attempts to organize them, entered the 
Guild only under the stimulus of the great depression that began 
in 1929, and at the specific invitation of the National Industrial 
Recovery Act. Their reasons were well summed up in this state- 
ment, made in 1933 by reporters from three Cleveland dailies: 

Squeezed between the pressures of advertisers and stockholders, 
between exorbitant tolls of syndicates and press services, and the 
unionized requirements of the mechanical trades, newspaper edi- 
torial employes have from the industry's infancy been the most 
notoriously exploited of all producer groups in this country which 
require similar standards of intelligence, skill and industry. They 
have submitted to this not only uncomplainingly but in fact quite 
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happily, clinging to an old local room tradition which probably 
never had any basis of fact whatever. It is now time that local room 
staffs start living and working for something more than the byline 
and pat~on»the-back. NRA holds out to them their first bona fide 
opportunity to go after realities.^ 

The motive, in short, was far more to gain economic protec- 
tion than to infuse spirit into the ethics and standards of 
journalism. And it is difficult to view the origin of the Guild 
without concluding that there was ample justification for an 
economic rather than a professional motive. Hey wood Broun 
used to tell of a publisher who, when a city inspector insisted 
that a fire escape be installed in his plant, asked angrily, ‘ AVhat 
do you mean by interfering with the freedom of the press?'" 
Many of our publishers still tend to run for the shelter of the 
First Amendment, shouting, ‘Tree press! Free press]’* every 
time someone tries to better working conditions in any corner of 
their plant. And the recoid shows that it took the Guild’s war 
against the publishers to force most of what has been achieved, 
even on non-Guild newspapers, in better pay, greater job se- 
curity, and a shortening of the sixty-six-hour week that was 
common when I was first a reporter, during the twenties. 

Still the publishers have not learned. In 1941 one young 
reporter left Stanford University on the eve of his senior year, 
during which he was to be editor of the undergraduate daily, 
to enter the Air Corps as a private. In the Army, where he 
served in China as a non-flying officer through some of the grim 
days with the Fourteenth Air Force, he married and had a son; 
and more than four years later he returned, a captain, to civilian 
life. Finishing his work for the A.B. from Stanford, he found a 
job as a reporter at twenty-six. Because of the housing shortage 
he had to leave his small family temporarily in Palo Alto. Shortly 
after going to work he wrote me why he felt there was still an 
urgent need for collective bargaining for editorial employees: 

The fellow I share a room with has just gotten a job working in 
a brewery, with no previous experience and on virtually the same 
shift I work here, at a wage of $71 a week. By contrast. I’m now 
getting 132.50. Five-year men are getting $66. I realize that low 
pay for newspapermen is an established tradition, but I certainly 
don’t believe that the condition should continue. After all, any 
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reporter shares a great deal of responsibility to the reading public, 
much more so/ in actual practice, than an executive. Naturally, the 
executive is paid for experience and superior ability, but I do 
believe reporters and desk men should receive pay equivalent to the 
all-round importance of the work they do. 

More than two decades of experience and observation have 
convinced me that the primary organizers of the American 
Newspaper Guild were, and are today— little as they intend it— » 
the newspaper publishers of America. The Guild movement 
did not take hold because newspapermen became infected with 
whatever you may care to prefix to “ism.’' Nor did it take hold 
primarily because of the New Deal, or even because of the social 
atmosphere this generation breathes. It took hold because the 
men in the newsroom became convinced that they had been 
left behind in journalism's progress from the one-man days to 
the corporate big time. 

If the Guild’s origin is easy to understand, its present status, 
and still more its future possibilities, arouse less sympathy. We 
noted in the previous chapter the dangerous similarity between 
the Guild’s militant struggle for an ever greater degree of organ- 
ization and Dr. Goebbels’s principal weapon of press control. 
Not only that, but the Guild has long since become an out-and- 
out labor union. Only one who has experienced it personally 
can know what it means to have a good man become more inter- 
ested in the union than in his work, and to see him put the fire 
in his soul into the cause of the union rather than into his job. 
Often, indeed, the man involved is himself only partly aware of 
his sharply lowered usefulness, because he continues to go duti- 
fully through the motions of doing his work. If the employer 
dismisses such a man he finds that the union runs to the law 
for help, and in all probability gets it, on the ground that the 
firing was animated by hostility to the union. 

A final reason against anything remotely resembling greater 
professionalization of the press, in the sense of turning it over 
to an employee group like the Guild, is that to do so would 
hardly give the press greater independence than it has now. If 
newspapers are too closely identified with economic and political 
Tories, how shall we change matters by attaching them to a 
militant proletariat? Granted the temper of the times, indeed, 
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the change would lessen rather than increase editorial inde- 
pendence. The concept of a pressure group like the Guild in 
charge of reporting and interpreting the news is grotesque. How- 
ever necessary the publishers in their blindness made the Guild 
as an economic countermeasure, a labor union has no more 
business in the Fourth Estate than any other selfish interest. 

Well, then, surely there ought to be some way to circumscribe 
the property interest in so important a public institution as the 
press without falling into the trap of government ownership or 
control, and without violating the fundamental premise of the 
Fourth Estate. So many have thought; and out of their think- 
ing has come the proposal for newspapers without advertising. 
We noted in Chapter VI that, contrary to the popular shib- 
boleth, the corrupting* power of advertising is not the main 
source of the trouble. We saw that it was the newspapers’ inde- 
pendent stake in the existing economic order rather than adver- 
tising pressure that made newspapers tend to look at the political 
scene with conservative eyes. Even so, what would happen if we 
achieved an adless press? 

Let us remember that advertising is at least as old as printed 
journalism. It simply so happened that the newspaper-reading 
public has, since the beginning, refused to pay the cost of the 
news it demands. This is a curious reflection on man as a social 
and political animal. Unconsciously he realizes that he cannot 
live in the complex modern world without a mental reproduc- 
tion of it in his head that the press helps him to build; but, 
overwhelming though his dependence on the press is for this 
service, he refuses to pay for it in full. He will buy a cocktail or 
an evening at the movies for more than half a dollar, but he 
will not pay the ten or fifteen cents daily that his newspaper 
would cost if it had to earn its living without the help of adver- 
tising or some other subsidy. 

During the early thirties, Clarence Leighton, editor of the 
Palladium-Times in Oswego, New York, found a way to drama- 
tize this fact. He calculated that each of his subscribers received, 
during the course of a year, a volume of newsprint paper that 
tveighed 70i/^ pounds. The cost of this white paper plus the 
cost of printing, without a penny for gathering and editing the 
news, was f22. Yet the subscriber paid for his paper only |9.36 
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a year* He did not, in short, pay even half the cost of the paper 
and printing, let alone the cost of getting the news. The figures 
have changed since the 1930"s, but the principle still obtains. 
It is an accepted standard that a newspaper should earn roughly 
one-third of its revenue from what its readers pay. Another 
way of putting it is that a newspaper whose circulation revenue 
pays for both newsprint and the circulation department’s own 
expenses can be well satisfied. So, while we damn the press for 
soiling its purity with advertising, it is we ourselves who force 
it to do so. As Walter Lippmann once remarked,® one might 
think that what the public means by a free press is one it gets 
for nothing. 

Journalistic history does indicate that when most papers cost 
too much for the masses and are editorially too unsympathetic 
with them, then a James Gordon Bennett or a Joseph Medill 
Patterson will jump into the breach with a cheap paper. Still, 
the rising costs of the twentieth century have brought a trend 
toward charging the newspaper reader more for what he gets; 
and so far he has not rebelled. Here are some figures, published 
a few years ago by the American Newspaper Publishers Asso- 
ciation, as to the wartime effect on the single-copy price of our 
daily newspapers: ^ 


Year 

1^ 

2^ 1 

H 


H : 

14 

10^ 

25 ^^ 

Total 

1942 

9 i 

185 

735 ; 

32 

806 

4 

5 ' 

1 

1,171 

1943 

4 

84 

556 

175 

899 

3 

5 

1 

1,727 

1944 

3 

62 

398 

1 

279 

974 

3 

5 :, 

1 

1.725 


The trend away from two- and three-cent papers toward four- 
and five-cent papers is clear. It has become stronger since the 
war. Another ANPA study in 1947 showed 1,252 American 
dailies, the overwhelming majority, selling for a nickel.® And 
while this rise was in good part caused by the postwar inflation, 
it at least leaves the hope that at some time in the future the 
press will extract from its readers full payment for what they 
get — always barring a repetition of the historic fact that cheap 
papers supported by advertising come in below when those on 
top are too expensive. 

A few experiments in adless papers have been made. Early in 
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this century E, W. Scripps, a crusading editor of liberal predilec- 
tions, tried it with two papers. Marlen Pew, editor of Editor, ir 
Publisher j later said of them: 

Some twenty years ago we discussed the non-advertising paper as 
an ideal, to gain complete editorial freedom and high-voltage edi- 
torial power. With his cash Mr. Scripps . . . backed two non- 
advertising dailies, one the Chicago Day-Book^ edited by N. D. 
Cochran, and the other the Philadelphia News-Post^ of which this 
writer was editor. . . . These were put forth frankly as laboratory 
experiments. As such, both ventures were considered fairly suc- 
cessful. Each was discontinued for reasons which did not relate to 
the non-advertising principle, the outbreak of the World War being 
one such reason. Both definitely demonstrated that, sans adver- 
tising, a daily publication, when economically produced, can be 
made to pay its way and even yield a profit from circulation receipts.^ 

Pew’s recollection was written before PM appeared. And PM 
did nothing to bear out his belief that an adless daily can earn 
its own way. In the early days after its founding in June, 1940, 
it had to be bailed out by Marshall Field, who came to its rescue 
with a non-journalistic fortune and soon took it over. Five years 
after the founding PM boasted that it was completing a full year 
in the black.^ But only a year later, on its sixth anniversary, it 
appealed for 100,000 more readers. One of the announced rea- 
sons was '‘to meet the present deficit, occasioned by the raised 
cost of living.” ® The response was apparently inadequate, be- 
cause less than five months later PM gave up the ghost that had 
given it life, and announced that henceforth it would take paid 
advertising. Because of this its founder and editor, Ralph Inger- 
soll, resigned.® It may be, of course, that if PM had lived up to 
its original purpose of being an objective newspaper instead of 
becoming a leftist war whoop, it might have lived in the black 
without advertising. We do not know. Even with advertising, 
its successor the New York Star soon gave up the ghost. 

We do have, however, a hopeful if unique example of an 
adless publication from the magazine field. Until comparatively 
recently it was an axiom of the magazine business, too, that no 
magazine could live without advertising. The Nation was char- 
acteristic. For years it lived on subsidies from well-wishers. 
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When in 1943 these sources dried up it called on its subscribers 
to support it as a nonprofit service to them. The readers came 
through, making the iVa^ion what ought to be close to the 
journalistic reformer s ideal; for, though it continues to take 
advertising, that is a minor source of income. The readers really 
pay its bills, if not in subscriptions, then in contributions.^® 
Yet its success is hardly striking enough to inspire an aggressive 
newspaper publisher to try the same method of financing. 

There remains, however, the extraordinary example of the 
Reader's Digest , Aher half a dozen years of obscurity following 
its modest beginning in 1921, the Digest began to bloom. There- 
after it grew faster, finally shooting up to more than 10,000,000, 
with foreign-language editions enabling it to spread beyond the 
boundaries of the English-speaking xvorld, and the end is ap- 
parently nowhere in sight. Today it basks in a prosperity that 
makes successful commercial magazines envious. It may be, 
therefore, that one day some editor will hit upon a formula that 
will raise up a daily newspaper without advertising, a newspaper 
that will duplicate the so far unduplicated success of the 
Reader's Digest. 

It is well, however, not to hope too much from such a news- 
paper, even if it appears, for there is little to indicate that its 
editorial content would differ greatly from that of papers tvith 
advertising. I say this because, again, newspapers are an integral 
part of the present economic system, and so are conservative of 
their own accord rather than because advertisers tell them to be. 
There is support for this view, furthermore, in the example of 
the Reader's Digest; for, as the Digest became prosperous, left- 
of-center Americans, seemingly by reflex action, began to suspect 
it. To them, apparently, no enterprise that makes money can 
be honest. At any rate, our liberal-minded citizens find alarm- 
ing tendencies in the once worthy pages of the Digest. One can 
conclude only that the presence or absence of advertising in a 
publication makes little difference. 

The more one considers it, the more this makes sense. Sup- 
pose a newspaper followed in the path of the Reader's Digest. 
Suppose it succeeded, and came to boast a circulation as large as 
that of today's metropolitan giants. Would it then necessarily 
speak for the submerged masses? Or would it find itself sitting 
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pretty, and so be quite content with things as tbey are— except, 
of course, for the income taxes and possibly subversive tenden- 
cies in the White House? 

Thus one more hopeful alternative to the press as we have it 
seems to dissolve in our hands. With it go, I fear, the related 
alternatives of endowed or church newspapers. 

By an endowed paper I mean not a PM nor a Chicago Sun nor 
any other that is nourished on an outside fortune privately 
controlled by its publisher, but a paper supported by a corporate 
endowment of its own after the fashion of our large private 
universities or foundations. We cannot be sure what would come 
of such an experiment, because it has not been tried; but we 
do have one newspaper which meets some of the requirements, 
although its financial security comes from a church rather than 
from an autonomous fund. I refer to the Christian Science 
Monitor, 

Now, the Monitor is an excellent newspaper. Newspapermen 
usually accept it, and notably its Washington and foreign serv- 
ice, as having standards as high as any and far better than most. 
Not only that, but any crusader for a better journalism would 
accept it as a “good” newspaper. Well, then, what do the readers 
think? Its circulation, which is in part national, was 159,700 on 
September 30, 1947. Mr. Hearst's American and Record, also 
published in Boston though for only a local audience, had 
214,500 and 420,400 respectively. Why? 

The explanation lies, I think, in the fact that an endowed 
press does not have to fight for its life every day. It can afford 
to be good rather than successful. Unfortunately, the nearer it 
approaches the journalistic utopia, the more it risks boring the 
very citizens it hopes to enlighten. Those who are sensitive to 
social values may not like the comics and the corruption, the 
blood and the cheesecake, with which the standard press baits 
its pages. But the common man whose century this is does like 

them. And the fact that he does, and prefers to patronize the less 
ideal but more lively press, gives that press a vitality, an in- 
fluence, that an endowed press could never have. One comes, 

then, to this: an endowed press might approach theoretical 
perfection; but alas, the more perfect it was, the fewer readers 
it would have. 
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Nor is there evidence that a church press would be any lustier. 
For unless it became, like some of the Continental religious 
papers, a propaganda oi'gan for a church-in-politics, it would 
have to strive toward a virtue that was as ethical and hence as 
dull as that of the endowed newspaper. It is impossible to say, 
for example, how much of the Christian Science Monitor's 
high standards come from financial security, and how much 
from church sponsorship. That it flourishes as it does is due to 
the extent that it resembles, rather than differs from, other neiv^’s- 
papers. The same may be said for the Deseret News, a Salt Lake 
City newspaper controlled by the Mormon Church. Though 
smaller in circulation than the only other evening paper in 
town, it holds its own. But it does not differ sharply from the 
standard press. 

We can see the whole dilemma of the religious daily in this 
thumbnail sketch of the early New York World, by the historian 
of journalism Frank Luther Mott: 

The New York World . . . was originally designed as a religious, 
or at least a highly moral, daily. It excluded theatre advertising, 
lottery reports, details of criminal trials, divorce proceedings, and 
everything of a sensational cast. It advertised church and Sunday 
School supplies, and was itself advertised in the backs of hymnals. 
Large sums were advanced by religious business men of New York 
to establish it, and its first number was issued June 14, 1860, at one 
cent a copy. The paper lost money rapidly and in November went 
to two cents to ward off disaster. . . . the original stockholders, who 
had already put in |200,000, became discouraged and got rid of their 
holdings as best they could. The ownership came into the hands of 
such Democratic financiers and politicians as August Belmont, the 
banker, and Fernando Wood, mayor of New York. , , , The reli- 
gious element was no longer emphasized, and the World took its 
place as a general newspaper. Soon it was making both ends 
meet.^^ 

There is, I think, no other conclusion than that the approach 
to the reform of journalism through freeing the press from 
dependence on commercial sustenance is not hopeful. 

There remains on our list of alternatives just one, a labor 
press. This looks like the most hopeful of the lot, because labor's 
interests are close to the interests of the mass of men. Thus a 
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labor press might represent precisely the part of the population 
that the standard press, because of its big-business foundation, 
tends to neglect. 

Past attempts to found labor dailies as an antidote to the 
commercial press, which go back to the time of Andrew Jack- 
son,“ have not made much of an impression. In the first place, 
labor leaders had little interest in journalism for its own sake; 
and, in the second place, labor unions were not rich enough. 
They simply could not compete with the capitalists when it 
came to buying or organizing news services, getting up comic 
strips, or otherwise paying the bills of a modern newspaper. 
Now, however, labor has attained unprecedented political 
power, and collective wealth so enormous as to make many 
a daily newspaper small potatoes by comparison. Therefore it 
ought from here on to be able to outgrow the anemia that 
plagued its newspapers in the past. It ought to be able, indeed, 
to outgrow a strictly labor press entirely, and attempt what 
George Seldes recommends for it: a series of daily newspapers 
exactly like the standard press except that they happen to be 
owned by labor. He puts the argument this way: 

There is only one way toward a free press; first a labor press 
which we already have and which needs vast enlargement; second, 
a standard press only incidentally owned by labor, which will drive 
the present standard commercial (and therefore dishonest, venal 
and corrupt) press out of the field.^® 

But would a labor-owned standard press really drive the 
present press out of the field? It may not be so easy as Mr. Seldes 
and other enthusiasts think, for to be effective, to provide papers 
that the general public outside the union ranks would read, the 
labor press would have to make a sharp break with its past. 
With a few notable exceptions, like Victor Berger’s Milwaukee 
Leader, labor nexvspapers have been monthlies and weeklies de- 
voted to the cause of individual unions. Therefore they resem- 
ble the Nazi and Soviet press rather than the standard press, in 
that they are propagandizers and organizers for their unions, 
rather than reporters of general news. They also resemble the 
nineteenth century party press in this country, to which service 
to the cause was everything, and objective reporting some- 
thing that never entered the head of a self-respecting editor. 
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This functional orientation of the labor press is only natural. 
The labor press exists to fight the battle for labor, and not to 
report the teeming facts of the world at large with dispassionate 
objectivity. 

George Seldes’s suggestion of labor newspapers that are in 
all respects like our present ones, except that they are owned 
by unions instead of by businessmen, is something radically 
different. One wonders whether it could work, because a press 
that represents labor and the general public at the same time is, 
in spite of a considerable overlapping interest, a contradiction. 
There will obviously be times when a public measure that is 
of advantage to labor, say an unrevised Wagner Act, will be to 
the disadvantage of the rest of us. Therefore the catch is whether 
a labor-owned press can switch from party organ to general 
newspaper. Can it cease to be a propagandizer and become what 
the commercial press to a great extent already is — a local news- 
paper serving the general public in its region? What will it do 
when a public issue arises over a new piece of labor-saving 
machinery? Will it take the short-term labor point of view and 
oppose it, or will it side with the long-term public interest and 
favor it? In short, once the labor press is dressed in the clothes 
of orthodox journalism, will it acquire so strong an allegiance 
to the general public that if necessary it will fly in the face of 
its labor ownership and fight it? It seems naive to expect a 
newspaper that is the property of a militant pressure group to 
speak for individuals outside the group. 

At this point the whole-souled convert to the labor cause will 
protest that it would be just as easy for a labor paper to fly in the 
face of its labor ownership as it is for a standard paper to fly 
in the face of its businessman ownership. Perhaps it would be, 
but there is, I think, a difference. The overwhelming majority 
of standard newspapers are not pressure-group mouthpieces. 
With some notable exceptions they are not owned by a copper 
company, a paper and power company, or any other exclusive 
commercial interest. Still less are they owned by the National 
Association of Manufacturers or the Chamber of Commerce of 
the United States, which would be the opposite number of a 
labor daily owned, say, by the UAW-CIO or the American 
Federation of Musicians. The difference between direct labor 
ownership and the loose, voluntary association with conserva- 
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tism that characterizes the standard newspapers, then, places 
an obstacle in the way of labor dailies as an alternative. It would 
be hard for them to be even as independent and objective as 
the standard press is, because the ordinary newspaper, for all its 
conservative cast, is a geographical and not an ideological entity. 

Perhaps in time there will be founded dailies that are under 
labor auspices but not directly under the thumb of the union 
bosses, dailies that can rise to the heights of independence. We 
noted earlier that in times of political peace and economic 
expansion the capitalist-owned press has displayed liberal ten- 
dencies, and gone to bat for its readers rather than for the 
forces of conservatism to which it clings in time of trouble. It 
may be, therefore, that when labor feels even more secure than 
now, some of the more daring among its editors will risk defy- 
ing the union officials who control their salaries and their 
careers. 

Thus far, however, labor journalism, again with a few excep- 
tions, has not come within hailing distance of the standards of 
objectivity observed by the capitalist press it scorns, as we shall 
have occasion to see in the next chapter. If you read the labor 
press you will know what I mean. Except where they are deal- 
ing with noncontroversial records, labor editors don’t pretend 
to be fair. They are waging war. The result is bias in the news. 
It ranges from bias as mild as that in the better commercial 
press to question begging and name calling worthy of Dr. 
Goebbels. If the standard press slanted its news to a fraction 
of the extent that the labor press does, our liberals would have 
the screaming heebie-jeebies. 

It seems reasonable, therefore, to expect that the labor press 
will in the future be useful not as a substitute for the standard 
press but as a supplement to it. It can fill the holes left in the 
commercial press’s presentation of the physical world. It can 
be more of what it already is, a watchdog. But one has to be 
an ardent convert indeed to see in the labor press alone the 
future of American journalism. To the rest of us a labor press, 
by definition closely allied with a militant segment of society, 
with one of the estates in the twentieth century body politic, 
cannot even take us as close to the ideal Fourth Estate as does 
the existing press. 

But where does that leave us? We started out with dissatisfac- 
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tion with our ^existing press, on the ground that it is no lono-er 
the tribune of the people and the palladium of their liberdes 
that nineteenth century editors said it was; but, havinB- ex- 
hausted all the reasonable alternatives, we seem to have nowhere 
else to turn. Is there, then, no way out? Are we condemned to 
choose between a press of growing reaction on the one hand, 
and the plunge into totalitarianism on the other? I think not. 
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AMERICA’S CONTRIBUTION: 
OBJECTIVE REPORTING 


Perhaps if we look closer home instead of chasing theoretical 
alternatives to our present press, we shall find what we seek. 
In fact, if we look back down the long road journalism has 
traveled since the beginning, and particularly if we examine the 
native American contribution to it, we can find a hint as to 
where that road leads. We shall find, I think, that it promises 
to take us toward the goal we all seek. 

If we look back, then, we find that during the past century 
American journalism has taken tremendous strides toward 
objective reporting. That statement may seem so obvious as to 
invite a ‘'So what?'' It is what the press still lacks in objectivity, 
and not any progress it may have made toward it in the past, 
that gives us concern. Nevertheless, a little reflection will show 
that objective reporting is the utmost that man can ask of his 
press and of all the rest of his information system. For the basic 
task of that system is simply to tell him honestly what is hap» 
pening out of eyesight and out of earshot, so that the picture of 
the world in his head will bear at least a working resemblance 
to the great world in which he lives. If the fewer and bigger 
units that now make up our information system can make up 
for their smaller numbers by giving us more accurate and un- 
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biased reports than we got from the larger number of smaller 
papers we had in the past, then we have gained rather than lost. 

Now obviously this generation, like all others, must still ask 
with Pilate, “What is truth?” and no man knows the answer. 
We know that even disciplined reporters will look at events dif- 
ferently and will therefore report them differently. Nor can we 
hope that a single news item in a single paper or radio broad- 
cast will represent the complex facts of the world as they are. 
But journalistic history may indicate that we have a right to 
hope to arrive in time at an approximation of objectivity, at 
news accounts that are honest and fair within the limits of 
human fallibility. 

We saw long since that concentration of the press into fewer 
and bigger units has invalidated the factual basis on which the 
theory of the free press was based. But that theory revolved 
about a concept far different from that of objective reporting. 
For the principle first formulated in Areopagitica md gr^dusHy 
built up through the years presupposed no such perfection as 
objective reporting. It held rather that the whole truth was not 
to be found in any one report of an event. Truth emerges only 
from the sum total of reports, after all facts and all shades of 
opinion have been aired in the process of free reporting and free 
discussion. 

This still holds true, and society must always hold open the 
door for minority publications giving expression to dissident 
voices. But it is equally true that what we have lost in the num- 
ber of newspapers we have far more than made up in a journal- 
istic tradition of greater objectivity. An investigation of our 
journalistic past, in other words, for which few of the critics of 
our press seem to have time, indicates that the invalidation of 
the theory of the free press by economic changes has been more 
than compensated for by changes in journalistic habits. In fact, 
even the present American standard of objectivity in the news, 
imperfect though it is, is so incomparably superior to the 
standards of the supposed editorial giants of the nineteenth 
century, and to journalism in all but a few other countries 
today, as to constitute a revolution in journalism. 

Two and a half centuries ago there was published in the first 
daily newspaper to be founded in London, the Daily Couranty 
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a statement of the principles of objective reporting that might 
still serve as a model today. The publisher, Elizabeth Mallet, 
promised in her initial issue of March 11, 1702, to cite the 
names of the foreign papers from which, after the fashion of the 
time, news reports were copied, so that her readers might Judge 
their worth by their source. Then she added: 

Nor will he [i.e. she, the publisher] take upon him to give any 
Comments or Conjectures of his own, but will relate only Matter 
of Fact; supposing other people to have Sense enough to make 
Reflections for themselves.^ 

When a month later Samuel Buckley took over as publisher 
he elaborated the theme: 

He hopes he shall be thought to perform w^hat he takes to be 
the proper and only Business of a News-Writer . . . delivering 
Facts as they come related, and without inclining either to one Side 
or the other: And this he will be found to do by representing the 
same Actions, according to the different Accounts which both Sides 
give of them. . . . And thus having fairly related. What is done. 
When, Where, by which Side reported and by what Hands trans- 
mitted hither; He thinks himself obliged not to launch out of his 
Province, to amuse People with any Comments and Reflections of 
his own; but leave every Reader to make such remarks for himself 
as he is capable of.- 

The newspapers of eighteenth century colonial America, 
such as they were, followed this prescription to a considerable 
extent, consisting largely of items copied from the European 
press or from papers in other colonies — which made it natural 
for the printers who issued newspapers as a side line to pass on 
the news without comment. Local news as we know it did not 
exist, and only an occasional political diatribe struck off sparks 
of opinion. 

The Revolution, however, brought a sharp change. It made 
objectivity highly unpopular. For example, the Boston Evening- 
Post had, down to 1775, given equal space and prominence to 
letters from both patriots and loyalists. But on April 24, five 
days after the battles of Lexington and Concord, the publishers 
announced that “the unhappy Transactions of the last Week 
are so variously related that we shall not at present undertake 
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to give any particular Account thereof.” ^ So high did feeling 
run, indeed, that the publishers suspended the paper entirely 
and retired to the safety of their job-printing business. Another 
colonial publisher who tried reporting both sides, James Riv- 
ington, was hanged in effigy and had his shop wrecked for his 
pains. Finally he turned outright loyalist and pleased his clien- 
tele by publishing only news designed to prop up the spirits 
of the Tories.'^ 

Samuel Adams as much as anyone capitalized the violent feel- 
ing of the time, and in so doing showed the way to a new kind 
of journalism. Though his cause was utterly different, his 
method was an eighteenth century prototype of that of Dr. 
Goebbels. Sam Adams went in for no nonsense about reporting 
the news from both sides. In the spirit of our ephemeral PM he 
was far more interested in fighting for a cause than in the 
niceties of balanced coverage. Accordingly, a minor outbreak in 
the streets of Boston became, in his fiery account, the Boston 
Massacre, and remains that in our history books to this day. 

Unhappily for journalism’s devotion to objectivity, it was the 
Sam Adams school of reporting that thereafter came to pre- 
dominate. For the lesson taught by Adams, Tom Paine, and 
others during the Revolution, that journalism could be a politi- 
cal weapon as well as a factual report, changed American jour- 
nalism completely. The cause of faction and party within the 
country insensibly took the place of the patriot cause of the 
Revolution. Accordingly, there gi'adually emerged in post- 
Revolutionary America the polemical journalism of the party 
press. By the turn of the century printers were devoting them- 
selves less to reporting ‘*the same actions according to the dif- 
ferent accounts which both sides give of them,” as that first daily 
in London had promised, than to beating the drum for a party. 
Frank Luther Mott sums up the change in this fashion: 

Indeed, as party feeling grew, a new reason for the existence of 
newspapers came to be recognized. Whereas nearly all newspaper's 
heretofore had been set up as auxiliaries to printing establishments 
and had been looked upon merely as means which enterprising 
printers used to make a living, now they were more and more often 
founded as spokesmen of political parties. This gave a new dignity 
and a new color to American Journalism. 

It resulted also in the emergence of the newspaper editor,® 
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It resulted further in a brand of reporting not distinguished 
for its fairness, and in a tradition of biased reporting from which 
we still suffer to this day. For when the first national political 
parties took shape after 1795, American journalism, following 
the partisan trend, began to sink to depths of venom and bias 
that seem inconceivable today. President Washington himself 
was far from immune, and on occasion lost his temper, even as 
have more recent Presidents, at the violent and unjust attacks 
made upon him in the press.* And after him, throughout the 
first third and more of the nineteenth century, the newspapers 
became so vituperative and scurrilous that the journalistic at- 
tacks of later generations, including the fulminations of the 
Chicago Tribune against President Roosevelt, seem harmless 
pleasantries by comparison. Our authority Dr. 'Mott once 
summed up his extended research into the period in this ex- 
temporaneous statement: 

Virtually no printing of news of the opposition party — indeed, 
one of these newspapers would be considered a traitor to its party 
and to its cause if it did do that. A Jackson paper wouldn’t print a 
speech by Henry Clay; not the text of it, not even a summary of 
it. It might have an oblique reference to it put in merely to furnish 
a text for an attack upon Clay. And the same thing can be said of 
the Clay papers. Now, it might be thought that that very bad situ- 
ation, that abuse, was corrected by the fact that we had Clay papers 
and we had Jackson papers, but the trouble is that most men took 
only their own partisan papers and the individual man would take 
his party paper and he would rely upon that, and he would say the 
opposition fellows are liars (and that’s what his own editor was 
saying all the time).^ 

“Liar” was not the only staple name for opposition. Words 
like “wretch” and even “thief,” together with appropriate 
adjectives, were common. For instance, on the death of Ben- 
jamin F. Bache, editor of the Aurora and grandson of Benjamin 
Franklin, a Boston paper paid its respects to the departed by 
commenting that Bache was “the equal of the most atrocious 
felon ever hanged at Tyburn,” * and more along the same line. 
Nor was partisan journalism merely a matter of calling names. 
Vilification of the great men of the day included the lowest 
form of personal attack, such as printing the canard that Thomas 
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Jefferson sought his pleasure with female slaves. An example 
appears in the Philadelphia Port Folio, in which Thomas Paine 
is represented as addressing Jefferson in a parody of Horace 
that begins: 

Bear Thomas, deem it no disgrace 
With slaves to mend thy breed. 

Nor let the wench’s smutty face 
Deter thee from the deed® 

All this neither excuses nor lessens the departures from the 
truth, in unjust attacks, visited by newspapers today upon the 
public figures and the causes they oppose. It does, however, 
show today’s journalistic aberrations in their true proportion 
as diluted survivals from the dark age of American journalism, 
rather than as the inventions made after the inauguration of 
Franklin Roosevelt they are now often imagined to be. The 
dark age out of which our journalism has grown was well 
summed up by ex-President James Madison when he com- 
plained in 1828, '‘Could it be so arranged that every newspaper, 
when printed on one side, should be handed over to the press 
of an adversary, to be printed on the other, thus presenting to 
every reader both sides of every question, truth would always 
have a fair chance.” But in those days journalism gave the 
truth no chance at all, let alone a fair one. 

Within five years of Madison’s complaint there arose in Amer- 
ican journalism something hitherto undreamed of in the free- 
press philosophy. Spontaneously there grew out of the social 
change of the time a wholly different conception of journalism. 
Slowly through the years since then it has grown, and has fed 
on other influences. If it has not yet given us the ideal Fourth 
Estate it has at least taken us a long way toward it. For out of 
the journalistic experiments of the 1830’s came the beginnings 
of that tradition of fairness and accuracy in reporting, with 
opinion segregated in editorials, columns, and signed articles, 
that we take for granted today even though to some extent our 
press still practices the ways of the past. 

In the early I830’s New York City supported eleven news- 
papers. A prominent one was Colonel James Watson Webb’s 
Courier and Enquirer, with a circulation of 3,300 daily. That 
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was exceptionally high. The papers of the time, if not purely 
of the violent political type described above, were addressed to 
mercantile audiences. In addition to political comment, they 
offered foreign, commercial, and important court news. This 
was not, however, presented remotely as it is now. Reporters 
were unknown. Messengers or a printer-editor gathered such 
scraps and items as were available, which for the most part were 
published as paragraphs sparing of detail. 

Into this journalistic word a twenty-three-year-old job printer 
named Benjamin Day brought, on September 3, 1833, a four- 
page tabloid. Its pages, lli/^ by 8 inches, resembled our type- 
writing paper in size. Day named his venture the Sun, and sold 
it on the streets by the single copy for a penny instead of on the 
yearly |8 or |10 subscriptions charged for the existing press. 
Its object, he said in his first issue, was to "lay before the public, 
at a price within the means of every one, all the news of the 
DAY, and at the same time afford an advantageous medium for 
advertising.” “ 

What was radical about the Sun was that it turned its back 
on political and mercantile news and sought seemingly trivial 
items of general interest to the growing lower strata of the New 
York population. It ignored politics as not greatly interesting to 
its audience. It sought news where none had ever been sought 
before, in the police courts and fire department, on the streets, 
and wherever else human stories could be found to entertain 
the mechanics and the masses. And whereas the existing political 
and mercantile papers rarely exceeded 3,000 copies a day, the 
Sun rose within four months to 5,000 and in two years to 15,000 
—at that time the largest in the world.“ 

As we look back, Day’s success seems surprising. Here, for ex- 
ample, is the flippant and colorful kind of reporting he helped 
to pioneer, which so pleased his numerous if humble readers: 

Bridget McMunn got drunk and threw a pitcher at Mr. Ellis, 
of 53 Ludlow St. Bridget said she was the mother of 3 little orphans 
— God bless their dear souls — and if she went to prison they would 
choke to death for the want of something to eat. Committed.^® 

Day was moved to print this kind of thing, and all sorts of 
other news that hitherto had been considered beneath the dig- 
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nity of the press, from a desire to succeed. He set out not to 
reform journalism, but to naake money. Nevertheless, the result 
was a journalistic revolution. For soon Day, like the host of 
editors that took the same path in succeeding years, found it 
possible to boast of their freedom from political subsidy. Their 
only master was the reading taste of the new lower strata of news- 
paper buyers for more interesting news. In meeting this taste 
successfully it became increasingly possible for papers like 
the Sun to attract advertising. This put a foundation under 
their independence. Circulation bred advertising, and advertis- 
ing paid for new ways of gathering the neivs the masses liked. 
Therefore, though both the established editors and the respect- 
able upper crust of the community looked down on the new 
penny journalism as vulgar, it had the supreme merit of get- 
ting the press out from under the party bosses who subsidized 
the political press, and sent it off on a path of its own. Finally, 
in the decades that followed, steam presses and all sorts of other 
mechanical aids to journalism, now taken for granted, were 
brought into the service of news and ever more news. 

These three — a concept of news as news rather than as a 
cause, the independence that came with greater advertising 
revenue, and vast mechanical improvements — together lifted 
journalism out of its dark age and started it on the path to the 
present. 

Ben Day with his New York Sun was not the first to try it, 
but merely the first to succeed. The venture was in the heady 
American air of the time. Others soon took up the same chal- 
lenge, and those who had the right touch established other new 
papers and helped carry the trend vastly further than could Day 
alone. Thus James Gordon Bennett founded the Herald in 
New York in 1836, and Horace Greeley the Tribune in 1841. 
In Philadelphia the Public Ledger appeared in 1836; and in 
Baltimore the Sun, a year later. And there were others through- 
out the country. 

Of them all, Bennett was the most energetic and probably 
the most influential. He took the same journalistic path as Day, 
but outstripped him. He not only printed chitchat from the 
police courts and from all about town, but began printing the 
full text of reports on the more colorful court trials, and human- 
interests facts about criminals. From there he went on to develop 
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a host of new sources of news, doing much, despite the scorn of 
his fellow editors and the raised eyebrows of the respectable, to 
set the broad outlines of what has since become the pattern of 
American news. In his first issue of May 6, 1835, Bennett ex- 
pressed his creed as follows: 

We . . . openly disclaim . . , all principle as it is called— all 
party — all .politics. Our only guide shall be good, sound, practical 
common sense, applicable to the business and bosoms of men en- 
gaged in every-day life. We shall support no party— be the organ of 
no faction or coterie, and care nothing for any election or any 
candidate from President down to a Constable. 

We shall endeavor to record facts on every public and proper 
subject, stripped of verbiage and coloring, with comments, when 
suitable, just, independent, fearless and good tempered. If the 
Herald wants the mere expansion which many journals possess, we 
shall try to make it up in industry, good taste, brevity, variety, point, 
piquancy, and cheapness.^^ 

Such were Bennett's professions. In some ways his perform- 
ance did not live up to them, for he did not always stay out of 
politics, and some of the things he printed, far from being in 
good taste, seemed scandalous to New York's early Victorian 
society. But in the main he carried out his intentions. He went 
himself to Wall Street, writing “money articles" that soon came 
to be widely read because they reported any financial shenani- 
gans, names and all, with a pitiless brashness that soon earned 
the interest of readers in large numbers. So, too, he invaded the 
hitherto sacrosanct society life of the town and printed for the 
benefit of any curious housemaid the details of what went on 
at the affairs of the great. He scandalized his own trade by re- 
vealing the secrets of other editorial sanctums, earning for him- 
self several beatings in the process— which were duly reported 
in the Herald for the delectation of New York’s breakfast tables. 
One of his biographers thus sums up the early Bennett: 

If he had a friend anywhere, none was visible to the naked eye. 
The Herald*$ circulation, however, kept on growing. He was turn- 
ing on the light where little had shone before, and readers fast found 

it out.^5 
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The readers not only found it out but liked it. The Herald 
soon outstripped the Sun, and within fifteen months had reached 
the incredible circulation of 30,000 a day. The new journalism 
paid its arch practitioner handsomely, both through circulation 
and through advertising, which soon began to flourish with a 
boom of its own. 

Bennett put much of the proceeds into pioneering new meth- 
ods of gathering news as well as new kinds of news. No sooner 
was there a Pony Express or a telegraph line than Bennett was 
using it to speed the transmission of news. His coverage of the 
Mexican and Civil wars helped set the modern pattern. He and 
his son helped pioneer foreign correspondence in the contem- 
porary sense. Earlier, Bennett had led his competitors in having 
fast small boats meet incoming ships, which themselves now ran 
with steam, on regular schedules, so that European news came 
to New York readers far less stale than before. Since rival news- 
papers were forced to imitate some, at least, of Bennett's news- 
gathering methods, each paper's costs ran up to amounts that 
would have seemed incredible before. 

One result of this expensive competition in news gathering 
was that in May of 1848 ten men representing the six most im- 
portant New York papers met in the office of the Sun and organ- 
ized the first Associated Press. It was a cooperative enterprise de- 
signed to save money for the six.^® Here again a selfish enterprise 
had the incidental effect of taking American journalism further 
along the road toward objectivity and independence. For, as time 
passed, the Associated Press, living through several incarnations, 
came to serve far more masters than the original six. Other press 
associations, mostly regional, did the same. Their client news- 
papers belonged, however, to all schools of political thought. 
Hence the press associations’ news reports, the same one for all 
papers served, had to stick to facts. Only an accurate, unbiased 
report was proof against complaint from editors separated by 
political, economic, social, and often geographical boundaries. 
So it was that, as early as the election of 1860, the campaign 
reports of the Associated Press, appearing side by side with the 
reports of the correspondents of individual papers, seemed 
strangely calm, direct, and terse; for the correspondents of 
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individual papers followed in accustomed fashion the tradition 
of journalism as the fighting arm of a cause rather than as an 
objective reporter. 

At this time one Washington veteran of the Associated Press 
thus summed up his creed, a creed that remains a model for 
the American press association reporter today: 

My business is to communicate facts; my instructions do not allow 
me to make any comment upon the facts which I communicate. My 
dispatches are sent to papers of ail manner of politics, and the 
editors say they are able to make their own comments upon the 
facts which are sent them. I therefore confine myself to what I 
consider legitimate news. I do not act as a politician belonging to 
any school but try to be truthful and impartial. My dispatches are 
merely dry matters of fact and detail. Some special correspondents 
may write to suit the temper of their organs. Although I try to write 
without regard to men or politics, I do not always escape censure.^^ 

Despite its recurrent crop of pioneers, American journalism 
is essentially slow to change. Therefore the nineteenth century’s 
tremendous strides toward objectivity were counterbalanced by 
a tendency to cling to the past. Horace Greeley typified the two 
forces in that he made the Tribune one of the new penny 
papers, but scorned the vulgarities of Day and Bennett. In a 
prospectus for the Tribune he declared that '‘the immoral and 
degrading Police Reports, Advertisements and other matter 
which have been allowed to disgrace the columns of our leading 
Penny Papers will be carefully excluded.” 

No doubt the pioneers of police reporting themselves could 
no more foresee the ultimate effect of their policy than the out- 
raged Greeley; but we at least, looking back, know that the trend 
typified by “the immoral and degrading Police Reports” helped 
to establish the concept of news for its own sake, and thereby 
made a contribution to American life that was of greater moral 
stature than any of the reforms Greeley preached. 

Greeley was, however, also a pioneer. His political bias, far 
different from the calumnies of the earlier years of the century, 
stemmed from a zeal for social improvement. The Tribune 
under him was a political leader rather than the mouthpiece of 
a political group. His comment to Thurlow Weed, '1 do no 
man’s bidding but speak my own thoughts,” revealed an inde- 
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pendence we could use more of today. But Greeley was an 
editorial writer more than a newsman. It was his comment on 
the news in the daily and weekly rather than the news 

itself, that held his readers. 

The custom of segregating opinion in separate editorials had 
begun with the birth of the party press at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century. And now that the independent penny 
press was established, the practice of confining editorial com- 
ment to editorial columns and leaving the news objective be- 
came more firmly established, even though today we have still 
not reached completely opinionless news columns. 

Continually during the nineteenth century the concept of 
the news as something apart from opinion about the news sent 
new roots down into the American social structure. For example, 
when Henry J. Raymond on September 18, 1851, launched the 
New York Times he insisted that the first business of a news- 
paper was to publish news rather than to print the political views 
of its editor as Greeley did. Even before this a fellow spirit 
named Samuel Bowles III was trying to do essentially the same 
thing with the Springfield Republican in M 2 LSS 2 ichnetts. His 
father had started the paper as a political weekly — its name 
came from the pre-Whig party known as the National Repub- 
licans — in 1824. But the son had made it a daily twenty years 
later; and by February 3, 1885, he reflected in an editorial the 
modern concept of the news as an objective report: 

The Republican is a newspaper, and an independent newspaper. 
As its readers know, it has positive opinions and a positive way of 
stating them. ... 

. . . The honest reader may take our opinion on trust, if he 
chooses. But if he prefers, as he ought, to compare and weigh and 
strike the balance for himself, we are bound to furnish him the raw 
material.-^ 

Already many years earlier, in the fifties, Bowles had written: 
‘'There is not in New York City ... a single party organ in 
existence. All are emancipated. None conceal facts lest they 
injure their party. None fear to speak the truth.” In saying 
this he was right in the sense that the old party organs of the 
dark age had disappeared. But his enthusiasm for independent 
Journalism must have carried him away. Nearly a century later. 
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newspapers do not yet fully live up to that ideal; but, as we 
shall see, during the nineteenth century they were far more 
partisan than they are now. 

The change came slowly. In Chicago, in 1875, Melville E. 
Stone introduced the Chicago Daily News with. |500 in cash 
and an idea that “a newspaper should be run distinctly in the 
interest of the public,” and put the paper on its feet with the 
help of Victor Lawson.^^ In Kansas City five years later William 
Rockhill Nelson laid another stone in the foundation of honest 
reporting when he began publication of the Kansas City Star 
with a staff of no less than seven reporters. In an introductory 
editorial published twenty-nine years to the day after Raymond 
launched the New York Times, Nelson promised: ‘‘The Star 
will contain in condensed form all the news of the day, presented 
to its readers in an impartial and truthful manner, without ex- 
aggeration or partisan coloring.” 

Another pioneer who pushed the boundaries of journalism 
nearer to where they are today was the Hungarian-born dynamo 
from St. Louis, Joseph Pulitzer. According to Dr. Mott®® he 
did “more toward setting the pattern of modern journalism than 
anyone else.” Early in 1883 he took over the languishing New 
York World when its circulation had fallen to 20,000 though 
other papers had more than 100,000 and some had even passed 
200,000. In a little more than a year he was able to celebrate 
the World’s passing the 1 00,000 mark by having 100 guns fired in 
City Hall Park and giving every employee a tall silk hat.®® 

Pulitzer’s contribution to objective reporting was indirect 
rather than direct. He carried the human interest news of Ben- 
nett still further, vied with William Randolph Hearst in appeal- 
ing to the mob with yellow journalism, and in various ways mul- 
tiplied the variety and size of the journalistic artillery. Yet polit- 
ically he was a liberal. He took the cause of the people for his 
own, and gave the newspaper editorial page new power, incisive- 
ness, and intellectual honesty. 

A little nearer still to our own day yet another stone was laid 
in the foundation of objective reporting. In 1896 Adolph S. 
Ochs arrived in New York from Tennessee, where he was pub- 
lisher of the Chattanooga T imes, to take over another debt-laden 
New York paper, the Tmes. Eollowing the all but universal 
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custom of an editoinal prospectus, he announced he would ‘‘con- 
duct a high standard newspaper, clean, dignified, and trust- 
worthy,” and give the news impartially, “regardless of party, 
sect, or interest involved,” The languid Times was selling 
9,000 copies a day while the Worlds with its far higher edi- 
torial temperature, was now up to 370,000, and Hearst’s Journal 
to 385,000, Ochs introduced a sixteen-page Sunday magazine 
section printed on good quality paper, illustrated with half- 
tones. Its appearance and contents were in keeping with the 
substantial character of his daily issue, and were in striking 
contrast with the colored magazines and comic supplements of 
the yellow-journalism Sunday editions of the World and the 
Journalr^ 

But most of all he returned to the ideals of the Times's 
founder, Henry J. Raymond, He based his policy on complete 
and objective reporting; and, against this, all the clever writing 
of Dana’s Sun and the gyrations of Hearst and Pulitzer could 
not prevail. Within five years the sober Times was up to 200,000 
copies daily. It began to attract advertisers. During the lifetime 
of its new owner it became the richest of them all. Objectivity 
began to pay dividends, and to a greater or less extent all 
other American newspapers, and even some foreign ones, began 
to fall into the pattern of reporting both sides more than ever 
before. 

During the long decades of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries in which this process went on, the pressure for reader 
interest influenced even political reporting. The rise of the 
interview, another distinctively American invention, became a 
way of reporting all sorts of opinions as news, and hence more 
or less impartially. It made a hot statement from a robber baron 
of industry as to the wickedness of organizing labor, and a sim- 
ilar statement from the other side of the fence, simply accurate 
and truthful reports on what somebody said rather than revela- 
tions of the gospel by an editor. 

World War I was another milestone, leading as it did to the 
introduction of foreign correspondence on the modern scale. 
Here again was a new kind of news, presented primarily for the 
interesting or useful information it contained, even though the 
tradition of interpretation in signed and even unsigned articles 
by special correspondents let opinionated matter creep in. 
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Science news, more business news, educational news, likewise 
came to their present stature, once more offering new sources 
of information to buttress the concept of news for its own sake. 
Later still came labor news, reported by specialists. And still the 
slow march toward objectivity goes on. As Dr. Gallup reported 
after the 1940 campaign, on the basis of his experience with the 
preelection polls of that year: 

All of the newspaper members of the American Institute of Public 
Opinion who were supporting Willkie were promoting his candi- 
dacy in the editorial columns and yet predicting the election of 
Roosevelt in the news columns supplied by the Institute. Ten or 
twelve years ago such a situation would probably not have existed.^^ 

So, gradually the American tradition of objective reporting 
began to take shape. Let us emphasize again that the primary 
reason it came into existence was the approach to news as news 
rather than as a weapon. With this came increasing financial 
independence through advertising, and a mechanical and edi- 
torial transition from the simple two- or four-page sheet to the 
bulky product of today. At the same time we overlook some- 
thing if we ascribe progress toward objective reporting exclu- 
sively to the search for circulation and advertising. To do so 
reflects the materialistic philosophy of today’s cynical and uneasy 
world. The argument that it is good business to print honest 
news may describe the flesh of the past century of journalistic 
progress, but it overlooks the spirit; for the editors and pub- 
lishers of the nineteenth century had ideals as well as an interest 
in profits. William Rockhill Nelson was under no compulsion 
to give Kansas City a free Sunday newspaper, as he did when 
his daily prospered. But to him a newspaper was a public trust, 
and not merely a creature of dollars and cents.®® Melville Stone 
and Victor Lawson needed no truth-in-advertising law to make 
them restrict the advertising columns of the Chicago Daily 
News. E. W. Scripps saw a public service as well as profits in 
newspapers addressed primarily to working people. In fact, the 
professional attitude of these men, and of the countless others 
who worked with them in the newspaper offices of America, was 
grounded in more than materialism; for these members of a 
still far from perfect Fourth Estate nevertheless sensed its obliga- 
tions, and struggled to meet them. 
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That, in briefest outline, is how the concept of objective re- 
porting grew. Without benefit of law or any other compulsion, 
this exceedingly powerful tradition now keeps the vast majority 
of American news reports free from bias, and leads editors and 
publishers to segregate their opinions about the news in clearly 
identifiable editorials, columns, cartoons, and special articles. 
The tradition that the news must be reported objectively is 
beyond question the most important development in journalism 
since the Anglo-Saxon press became free from authority. More- 
over, there is implicit within it, I think, a wholly natural force 
that promises to carry us the rest of the way toward the ideal 
Fourth Estate. 

Curiously, the critics of our press, as one man, overlook the 
significance, promise, and even the very existence of the tradi- 
tion of objective reporting. One reason is, no doubt, the spate of 
frankly opinionated columns, features, and editorials that exists 
side by side with it in our papers. Another is the fact that the 
good of unbiased reporting is partly obscured by the surviving 
vulgarity, sensationalism, and headline thinking that still char- 
acterize the news pages of our papers. I hope I have made it clear 
in the brief historical sketch above that the vulgarity, growing 
out of an interest in the news as news, as something interesting 
to the mass of men, contributed notably to the rise of objective 
reporting. But we still cannot see the forest of objectivity for 
the trees of journalistic superficiality. Perhaps, if we cannot see 
it on today’s front pages, we can appreciate it by looking back 
with the advantage of hindsight. To us Joseph Pulitzer, for 
example, is far enough in the past to be seen for what he was, 
both a panderer to the vulgar and a pioneer in changing the 
press from its nineteenth to its twentieth century form. Yet a 
contemporary, even in Pulitzer’s later days when he was already 
abandoning yellow journalism to conduct one of the outstand- 
ing American liberal newspapers, could see only the bad in him. 
Thus, in 1903, C. C. Buel, assistant editor of the Century Maga- 
zine^ protested earnestly to Columbia University at its soiling 
its hands by accepting Pulitzer money to found a school of 
journalism that might help raise the standards of the profession. 
When Pulitzer acquired the World in 1883, Buel declared, 
Bennett’s Herald — ^another pioneer on the way to objective re- 
porting — ^had been for many yeari **an easy-going prostitute in 
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the journalistic field, with few or no imitators/* But then came 
Pulitzer: 

At first all reputable journalists were shocked, and many of 
them stood out against the new practices, but little by little, the 
tone of nearly the whole press began to change, for the World 
steadily grew in wealth and influence, and as each year new men 
from the colleges poured into newspaper square, journalism that 
could produce wealth became more and more the beacon-light of 
success. ... 

Pulitzer has made yellow journalism a necessity of human life, 
because human nature is too weak in the mass to resist the enjoy- 
ment of the sins and follies of its fellows.^® 

Buel added that Pulitzer had brought him to believe ‘‘that 
the fast rotary press is the greatest curse that ever fell on civi- 
lization/* Perhaps that reveals the extent of his understanding 
of democracy. 

In Europe too, even today, it is the fashion to look down upon 
the American press as vulgar. General assignment reporters on 
the American model are unknown on the Continent. Fires, 
police news, the courts, and all the trivia of the American press, 
from Hollywood scandals to kittens rescued from trees, are 
beneath the dignity of the Continental editor. The result is, 
to be sure, that Europe*s newspapers are less cluttered than ours 
with the tinsel and baubles of the passing show. But it is equally 
true, and far more significant, that twentieth century Conti- 
nental journalism bears a remarkable likeness in the political 
partisanship of its news to the American party press of the dark 
age in the first third of the nineteenth century. A European 
looks to his paper not for an unbiased report, but for a window 
on the world that is heavily stained with his own prejudices. 

Even the relatively new Soviet press, which takes a severely 
holier-than-thou attitude toward our press, simply does not 
understand the obligation to be impartial in reporting news. 
For example, Tass, the Soviet news agency, in reporting the 
discussion during the long sessions of the Paris Peace Confer- 
ence of 1946 over whether Albania should be invited to attend, 
told Russian readers that Anglo-Saxon speeches against the in- 
vitation “provoked ^uile reasonable objections from Vishinsky. 

. . . Immediately after this the Greek Prime Minister Tsaldaris 
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made a speech in which he put forward rude and unjust accusa- 
tions against Albania/' 

No American reporter could have written the words I have 
italicized. Trained in the American tradition, he would auto- 
matically have been content simply to record what Mr. Vishin- 
sky's objections were, letting the reader judge for himself 
whether they were ''quite reasonable" or wholly unreasonable. 
In the same way he would not have made the distinctly editorial 
comment that Mr. Tsaldaris was "rude and unjust," but would 
merely have reproduced the accurate substance, if not indeed 
the essential words themselves, of the Greek minister's re- 
marks. 

This point is so important to a determination of what to do 
about the future of the American press, and is so consistently 
overlooked by the critics of our press, that it is well to make 
the contrast clearer with an American example. Two quotations 
do not make a case; but no one familiar with European jour- 
nalism and American journalism can doubt that Tass's editorial- 
izing of the news and the following sample of American news 
writing are wholly representative of these two utterly different 
journalistic traditions. The example I choose is from my own 
paper, the Hartford although almost any spot-news 

story on a reasonably controverml subject from any other 
American paper would do as well. The item concerns a local 
strike, in which the two opposing sides inevitably had different 
opinions and different emotions as to the rights of the matter. 
Under the headline "Royal Union Makes Issue of Security," 
the story began: 

Maintenance of "union security" and the method and extent of 
future arbitration are the two key issues in the Royal Typewriter 
Company contract dispute negotiations. Union President Joseph 
Chesery revealed Saturday when details of the dispute were aired 
publicly for the first time by both sides. 

According to the union, negotiations have ended, and about 3500 
Royal employees will vote whether or not to strike for their demands 
at 10 a.m. Monday in the State Theater. 

After each of the six issues that follow, the management's view- 
point as stated by Charles B. Cook, company vice-president and fac- 
tory manager, is found in the first paragraph; the union stand, 
given by Mr, Chesery, is in the second/^ 
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The story went on to give the details in exactly this fashion, 
without any hint as to whether the reporter, or his superiors, 
held the management's or the union's cause to be the more just. 
I repeat that this is nothing unusual. It merely typifies what is 
done every day, in the vast majority of news stories, as a matter 
of course. 

Prewar France made a distinction between the journal 
d' information and the journal d" opinion; was sup- 

posedly devoted to news more or less on the American pattern, 
while the second was frankly in the tradition of the European, 
and the dark-age American, method of reporting the world 
according to a preconceived point of view. It is true that the 
journaux d' information^ like the prewar Ma/m, did publish 
more general news in the American pattern tha.n other French 
papers. Yet the worst of today's American transgressors against 
objective reporting are pure by comparison. And it is precisely 
this that the critics of American newspapers, foreign and native 
alike, refuse to credit. 

Instead, the critics concentrate on two things: the surviving 
violations of the American tradition by American newspapers, 
and the many editorials, columns, features, and other matter in 
our papers that are openly devoted to opinion. There can be 
little doubt that most American newspapers slant these delib- 
erate expressions of opinion in a conservative direction. That is, 
as we have long since noted, what is wrong with the twentieth 
century press. But I submit that we cannot find ways and 
means of righting this balance without starting from the sur- 
prising fact that our editors and publishers go as far as they do 
in keeping their prejudices out of their news columns. Rather 
than criticize them for their remaining offenses against objec- 
tivity, we must recognize that their achievements in this direc- 
tion are, when measured against the journalism of our own past 
and against that of most of the rest of the world even today, 
nothing short of extraordinary. 

Yet listen to this characteristic blast from one of the press's 
critics, Harold L. Ickes. After the heated 1940 presidential cam- 
paign between Wendell Willkie and a Franklin Roosevelt seek- 
ing his third term, Ickes made an investigation of how fairly the 
battle had been reported. He /*had checks made on two dif- 



AMERICA'S contribution: OBJECTIVE REPORTING 271 

ferent days of five representative newspapers, distributed, with 
an eye to geographic balance, throughout the country* The ob- 
ject was to take a fair cross-section of the metropolitan press." 
The object must also have been, though Ickes does not say so, 
to include the C/^icago Tribune^ whose departures from purity 
in reporting during the New Deal campaigns were magnificently 
prominent. How many similar lapses he made from the dispas- 
sionate scholarship he assumes in these tests we do not know. 
He did, however, emerge with these results: 

The checks showed that .the news space assigned to the two 
presidential candidates varied from 60 per cent for one and 40 per 
cent for the other in the best of the newspapers, to 96 per cent for 
one and 4 per cent in the case of the worst.^^ 

That last can only have been the Tribune, But Ickes goes on 
to report another sin against objective reporting; namely, that 
when Roosevelt and Willkie appeared at rallies in Madison 
Square Garden within four days of each other, coverage of the 
rallies by a paper as distinguished as the Baltimore Sun was 
sadly out of balance: 

The SuUj in addition to printing the text of the speeches . . . 
devoted three times more news space to the meeting of one candi- 
date than it gave to the other. It assigned five times as many staff 
reporters to cover the event when its favorite spoke, as it did to the 
opposition candidate. 

Ickes cites still other examples of editorial bias in the news, 
and there can be no doubt that he has put his finger on a griev- 
ous journalistic fault. But note that phrase he slips in paren- 
thetically: in addition to printing the text of the speeches. In 
other words, our papers, despite their remaining bias, have 
come so far toward objectivity that even during a violent cam- 
paign the bigger ones actually print every word of the opposi- 
tion candidate's major speeches. 

It is not accurate to say, as New Dealers sometimes did, that 
radio forced the practice of printing the full text of speeches 
and documents on the newspapers. That practice began when 
the New York Times printed oj05cial reports, documents, and 
speeches during World War I, winning a Pulitzer prize for it 
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in 1918. Radio did not start until 1920, and it was 1924 before a 
President, Calvin Coolidge, went on the air over a network that 
boasted as many as three stations. As for presidential politics, 
they did not even begin to assume their modern place on the 
radio until the Hoover-Smith campaign of 1928. 

It is often argued, too, that in 1936 and 1940 and 1944 most 
of our newspapers were defeated at the polls by Franklin Roose- 
velt. So they were, in so far as their editorial pages were con- 
cerned. But they elected him by means of the objectivity of 
their news pages. For, no matter what bias in reporting may re- 
main, our anti-Roosevelt and pro-Roosevelt papers hardly dif- 
fered in that for a dozen years they covered their front pages 
with substantially accurate accounts of everything the President 
said and did. This, and not the fulminations on their editorial 
pages, is what they really told their readers; and this is what 
elected him, as he used to say, again and again and again. 

We can appreciate the extraordinary achievement that such 
honest reporting represents if we once more look back upon a 
standard of comparison. If the press of our day sinned in re- 
porting, what of the account of the inauguration of Thomas 
Jefferson on March 4, 1801, in the Columbian Centinel, of which 
this heading is typical: 

YESTERDAY EXPIRED 

Deeply regretted by MILLIONS of grateful Americans 
And by all GOOD MEN 
The FEDERAL ADMINISTRATION 
Of the 

GOVERNMENT of the UNITED STATES: 


Its death was occasioned by the 
Secret Arts, and Open Violence; 

Of Foreign and Domestic Demagogues®^ 

Surely the Baltimore Sun’s coverage of the 1940's rallies that 
so aroused Mr. Ickes was more objective than that. 

Nor need ive go back to the dark age of American journalism 
for a comparison. As recently as the Cleveland-Blaine cam- 
paign of 1884, when newspapers had already begun to approach 
their modern form, we can find political reporting of a kind that 
even the worst of our standard papers today would not resort to. 
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The New York Worlds then recently come under control of the 
whirlwind Joseph Pulitzer, sent a correspondent to Elmira, New 
York, to cover a rally for Blaine, whom it opposed. Here is what 
he wrote: 

The City of Elmira woke up yesterday after a night of carousal to 
speed the parting guest, James G. Blaine, who had spent the night 
in the city, and the faithful Republicans were happy. Never in the 
history of the Rathbun House was so much whiskey sold over the 
bar. . . . 

The work of the night before left its imprint upon his [Blaine’s] 
feeble constitution. His face was even more blanched than ever 
before; not a trace of blood was visible; a dull, leaden pallor over- 
spread the features and the muscles hung heavy and flaccid. His 
most striking feature was his dull, glassy eyes, which appeared con- 
tracted behind the swelled lids. A more expressionless, dispirited 
face can hardly be imagined.^^ 

Tht World was not unusual. That was just the way political 
news was reported at the time. Page one of Whitelaw Reid’s 
Tribune TWO. th.t following bill of particulars on election day in 
that campaign: ‘'Cheerful news from doubtful states: Indiana 
Republicans confident, New Jersey Republicans confident. 
Democrats alarmed. Ohio Democrats desperate. Bright prospects 
in Conn. Tennessee probably Republican.” There were two 
columns in that issue on Blaine’s final reception — and not a 
single line about Cleveland.®® 

If Harold Ickes and the rest really want to improve our press, 
why do they not inform themselves about its past, the better to 
see the way into the future, by reading items like the above? 
Besides, if he really wants to find bias and one-sided reporting 
today he will find it not in the standard press, but rather in 
all the labor press, the farm journals, industrial house organs, 
trade journals, and other mouthpieces for pressure groups. 
Take the Guild Reporter^ organ of the American Newspaper 
Guild, which consistently maintains an attitude of superior 
virtue toward the daily press. One copy before me displays in 
the leading position on page one, in the guise of a news story 
and not a signed article of opinion, an item about the pub- 
lishers, Here the resemblance to standard journalism stops. 
The very headline, “Nazi Technique Used by Press,” departs 
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from the temper common to our supposedly more biased stand- 
ard press, and the article begins with these paragraphs: 

The American newspaper industry last fortnight manufactured a 
propaganda product which was in effect, if not in intent, an attack 
against the things for which America is fighting — freedom, democ- 
racy. 

It was a concerted attack built, as the totaiitarians themselves build 
their attacks, on demonstrated lies, and it swept across the nation 
from coast to coast in page one force, an attempted blitzkrieg drive 
on labor. 

In the name of “patriotism,” the newspapers demanded an end 
to non-existent strikes m defense industry, repeal of the people's 
social security, laws virtually outlawing the core of democracy — 
trade unions. 

In streamer stories the press made heroes and statesmen out of 
the Coxes, the Smiths, the Vinsons and the Hoffmans of Congress 
at a time when the CIO and AFL were doing the statesmanship and 
the workers of the country were doing an heroic job in the mills, 
manning them for victory, fighting for more and more production. 

An hysterical editorial in the Scripps-Howard newspapers, vici- 
ously libeling labor, was wildly acclaimed by the publishers as a new 
declaration of independence, and thousands of reprints of it ap- 
peared as if by magic, fluttering down in propaganda missiles to 
incite a misinformed public to virtual civil war.®® 

The reader will have detected, I think, the difference in flavor 
between this handling of a controversial subject and the more 
factual manner of a news story in the standard press, like the 
Hartford Couranfs report of the. Royal Typewriter strike men- 
tioned above. Again, what would our liberals say if they found 
in one of the conservative papers, say the New York Herald 
Tribune, a news story written in the spirit of this characteristic 
paragraph in the CIO News} 

The Gallup Poll (American Institute of Public Opinion) is an 
institution financed by big-business publishers, to check up on the 
effectiveness of their own propaganda. Its findings are usually most 
encouraging to its sponsors.®^ 

Or what would those who felt that PM gave them the real 
news say if the New York Times, or any other standard paper, 
modeled its headlines on those in PM? I have at hand two char- 
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acteristic ones. The first says, on the top of page one, ‘'Standard 
Oil’s Answer to Henry Wallace.” But under that heading is 
printed in huge red capitals the one word bunk. The other 
example covers most of page one with the words, “Legion Fries 
Fish For Helping Subversives Spread Poison.” But the Fish, 
referring to Representative Hamilton Fish, is no word at all but 
a drawing in red ink showing a dejected and presumably smelly 
fish lying on a platter.®® We may or may not have agreed with 
PM in its opinion of Hamilton Fish. But can even those who 
agreed honestly say that PM exemplified a higher type of jour- 
nalism than that of which it so consistently complained? 

Our leftist press in general often presents information and 
views that serve as a healthy corrective for the errors of the 
standard press; but, far from being the journalism of the future, 
it is merely a throwback to the dark ages. To be sure, the bias 
that remains in the standard press is itself a survival from the 
dark ages. But, putting the two kinds of papers together, few will 
question that the standard press, with all its faults, is far closer 
than the rebels to the objectivity our information system must 
give us if we are to survive as a democracy. 

Rather than complain about the remaining imperfections of 
our press, then, we ought to marvel that it is as objective as it 
is; and, having looked back upon more than a century’s steady 
progress toward honest journalism, we must remind ourselves 
that the journey is not yet ended. The journalism of today is 
not America’s final, best product. We are simply midway, per- 
haps much farther than midway, along the road. Right now our 
papers are still marching along that road by making still firmer 
the obligation to be impartial in news reports and by carrying 
that obligation into fresh areas hitherto reserved to opinion. 
They will go farther in that direction, no matter how im- 
patiently critics who are ignorant of journalistic history damn 
them for their unquestioned faults, no matter how the Chicago 
Tribunes and PMs alike cling to the journalistic vices of the 
past. And our newspapers and their critics alike will find that 
no doctrine imported from abroad, no inspiration dreamed 
up in Washington, no theory invented in an academic ivory 
tower, points the way ahead. That way lies in following to the 
end the same natural, spontaneous course into the future we 
have followed in the past. 


CHAPTER XIX 


FREEDOM OF' INFORMATION 


All discussions of how to make today’s journalism more ade- 
quate to today’s needs end in disputes over freedom of the press. 
And if our press’s heritage of freedom from government control 
is beyond price, that freedom was founded on an economic base 
that has vanished. Perhaps it will clear the air, therefore, to 
omit the term from our discussion entirely. 

A convenient substitute that has gained some currency is 
'^freedom of information.” This term is used loosely to mean a 
number of different things, one of which is the crusade for free 
world news described in Chapter XV. Let us adopt it here in 
the sense of that more perfect journalism we all seek, whether 
in the world at large or within our own borders. In the pages 
that remain, then, freedom of information for newspapers 
and related media 'will have not only the historic sense of free- 
dom from government, but also include freedom from any 
attachment j direct or indirect^ to any classj political pa>rty^ eco^ 
nomic groups or other fraction of society. Freedom of informa- 
tion, then, means nothing more nor less than realizing in prac- 
tice the ideal Fourth Estate. 

276 
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Freedom of information requires nothing more drastic than 
encouraging the natural growth that has already given us the 
tradition of objective reporting. But extending that growth 
necessitates a sharp change of purpose and direction by the 
corporations that operate our newspapers, radio, moving pic- 
tures, and other means of mass communication; for more is 
involved here than continued progress toward objectivity in 
news reports to the point where they no longer display even 
occasional lapses from fairness: we shall not have freedom of 
information until we make a courageous leap into the future by 
broadening the tradition of objectivity to include not only news, 
but the interpretation of news. 

Here is where the most significant and necessary change from 
present practice comes in. Editorials, columns, commentaries, 
features, cartoons, and special articles are by nature expressions 
of opinion; but to achieve freedom of information the orienta- 
tion of that opinion must be more objective than it is today. 
Instead of arguing for a preconceived point of view, as now, 
they must be dedicated, in a spirit of scientific inquiry, to the 
search for truth. 

At this point I can hear all Americans who are distressed at 
the preponderantly conservative animus of our information 
system groan as one man and say, ''Good Lord, does this fellow 
expect us to trust those old buzzards who run the newspapers 
and radio to get religion of their own accord, and give us an 
honest slant on what is happening in their editorials, columns, 
and political tirades?’* The only possible answer is, "Yes/* I 
challenge anyone to find an approach more likely to carry us 
toward freedom of information than reliance on this indigenous 
American growth. Time passes. With it pass old men, and even 
young men whose ideas are old. We have come far in the past 
century. Is there any reason why the spiritual growth that has 
given us truth in the news should suddenly halt before it gives 
us objectivity in the evaluation of the news? 

To begin with, we are not so badly off as our Cassandras 
would have us believe. When war came in 1939 President Roose- 
velt told us we were "the most enlightened and best informed 
people in all the world.** We were. We still are. Despite the 
preponderantly conservative bias of our information media, no 
people, at any time in history, in any country, has had so com- 
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plete, so accurate, and so fair a report on the world it lives in as 
the American people today. This is of enormous significance. 

We still have a long way to go. But we shall have difficulty in 
going the rest of the way if we ignore the fact that we have 
already covered the greater part of the long, long road toward 
the ideal. Our system does function, and function far better 
than any other that has ever existed anywhere, despite what a 
Seldes or an Ickes, a Goebbels or a Molotov may say about it. 
No doubt you recall, for example, Henry Wallace’s celebrated 
speech in 1942 to the effect that this is the century of the com- 
mon man. At the time it was made, that speech was, to put it 
mildly, inadequately reported by the standard press. But PM 
and others, making much of the incident, came out with the 
full text, and — ^well, you remember the speech still, don’t you? 
At the time, this was cited as one more proof that a capitalist 
press suppresses the truth. But if our press tried to suppress 
the Wallace speech it did not do a good job. It never does, under 
the American tradition. The fact is that in one way or another 
the American public finds out what is going on. If a too con- 
servative press and radio ignore something that is noteworthy, 
it comes out anyway. Nothing is suppressed for long. Minorities, 
wise and foolish, public-spirited and selfish, do get their views 
into the open if only through minority publications. And if 
what they have to say is important enough, then all the resources 
of newspapers, radio, magazines, films, and books spread the 
word to the people. 

The fact that our system works as well as it does ought to give 
us the courage to believe that it holds within itself the seeds of 
all we need for the future. What is conspicuously lacking is a 
conviction in most publishers and editors, network executives, 
and film producers that it is up to them to make a jump into the 
future like that made by the newspaper pioneers of the nine- 
teenth century. Where is the publisher with the vision of the 
twenty-year-old Adolph Ochs who, when he took over the sickly 
Chattanooga Times in 1878, saw that success lay in abandoning 
the universally accepted habit of allegiance to a political party, 
political idea, religious sect, or industry? Ochs resolved instead 
to take the entire community for his constituency,^ and to pub- 
lish the news as it happened for the benefit of all the members 
of that constituency. The result was that the Chattanooga Times 
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and the New York Times, with which he subsequently repeated 
^ the formula, turned into gold mines. The publishers of today 
who have Ochs’s vision and courage stand to win similar re- 
wards. In fact, the newspapers that take the next and final step 
toward independent journalism will find themselves prospering 
far beyond their most fantastic dreams. There is, in other words, 
a commercial as well as a moral reason for a change. But if the 
managers of today’s vastly complicated information system are 
to win a financial reward and a world- wide esteem like that won 
by Adolph Ochs, they must take a forward step as positive and 
as radical as the one he took. They must apply to editorial policy 
the same standard of service to the entire community that Ochs 
applied to the coverage of news. Only when an entire newspaper 
is put together with the thought of reflecting the desires and 
the needs of society as a whole will the newspaper owners and 
managers of the twentieth century achieve the moral greatness 
of their predecessors of the nineteenth. 

To those publishers who insist that this is precisely what they 
do now it must be pointed out that, like them, the editors who 
dipped their news in partisan colors before publishing it also 
fancied they were serving their fellow men. Salvation lay 
through the particular political doctrine they preached. Why 
not, therefore, present the news only as colored by that doc- 
trine? Once we achieved objective reporting, we could see how 
wrong they were. So it is now. The demands our times make 
on the men responsible for journalism are not easy. Our pub- 
lishers and editors must give up, not only outwardly but in their 
hearts, all liaison with economic and political groups. They must 
sponsor no Committee for Constitutional Government, no par- 
tisan tax doctrine or labor policy, nor any cause at all other 
than independent journalism. They must not hanker after 
political office. They must not own a paper as an incident to 
owning or managing some other business. They must fight 
until there is not a paper left in the country with the hooks 
of a bank in its financial nerves. They must battle for independ- 
ence until no paper or power company, no department store, 
no great copper or chemical industry, is so much as suspected of 
participating in the ownership of any medium of public in- 
formation. 

It is difficult to see, in short, how we can realize freedom of 
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information to the full until our publishers and editors are 
just that, and nothing more. Such professional independence is 
little enough. As we have noted long since, despite the convic- 
tions of our liberals it is not advertising or any other direct 
financial inducement that orients the press toward conservatism. 
Rather it is the fact that the men who make our newspapers 
live and breathe the same atmosphere as the men in the top 
posts elsewhere in the national economy. Therefore the sever- 
ance of such economic ties with industry and finance as remain 
is only the beginning of independence. Our editors and pub- 
lishers must also develop a healthy skepticism toward their own 
prejudices. They must scrupulously and suspiciously inspect the 
bases of their own editorial policies. If they find themselves at 
the club, agreeing with the manufacturers and the corporation 
lawyers, the brokers and the real-estate men, as to the sig- 
nificance of the latest political speech or as to the rights in the 
newest labor dispute, it is a sign that they may have wandered 
out of the Fourth Estate. Would the laboring men themselves 
agree in full with these better citizens at the club? Would the 
white-collar workers, the office girls, the housewives who do not 
live in the best residential districts? But why go on? All of us 
know already the difference between viewing the world from 
a particular point of view and viewing it with the objectivity of 
a Fourth Estate. 

No doubt the critics of our press will want stronger medicine 
than a gradual, voluntary reorientation of editorial policies. 
Thus, when Morris Ernst comes to remedies after his cogent 
analysis of our information system in his book The First Free- 
dom, he offers a whole drawerful of remedies — every one of 
which would force a change by law. His proposals range from 
requiring moving picture producers to sell their theater chains, 
and requiring newspaper chains and radio networks to split 
into their component parts, to loosening the copyright laws. 
He would also prescribe by law what advertising rates may be 
charged, would prohibit boiler plate in the weekly papers that 
still use it, limit the profits radio may make, publish the income- 
tax returns of radio stations, hold down transmission rates of 
news, and so on through a long and imposing array.® 

Some of these legal clubs with which to beat recalcitrant pub- 
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lishers, radio tycoons, and movie moguls into line might prove 
salutary; but, if history shows anything, it is that legal compuh 
sion alone does not bring social changes. Law had its origin in 
custom, and the two are still inextricably intertwined. Laws are 
effective only when they codify what is already the belief and 
the habit of the majority. This generation’s passion for curing 
every social ill by passing a law had its great object lesson in pro- 
hibition; but we have not yet learned that law cannot travel 
too greatly in advance of willing observance. We cannot force 
journalism to serve the whole of society merely by passing laws. 

Other critics of the press see hope in scientific developments. 
Thus it has been argued that the advent of facsimile, with its 
relatively cheap and simple mechanical facilities, will restore 
the days when there was a plenitude of newspapers because they 
were born as easily as they died.^ Here again may be a healthy 
influence. But to hope that mechanical gadgets will reverse that 
whole trend toward larger, more complex, and more powerful 
instruments of information that is inherent in our technological 
developments seems hardly warranted. Why will not the same 
mighty newspapers, the same radio networks and advertising 
agencies that have absorbed or dominated existing smaller 
papers and independent radio programs do the same with 
facsimile newspapers? 

At least one other critic wants to reverse the trend of the last 
hundred years. Kenneth Stewart, the experienced newspaper- 
man who makes this proposal,^ knows his subject, and no one 
acquainted with him can doubt his sincerity and integrity. 
Therefore it is distressing to find that he sees the cure for our 
remaining lack of objectivity in not more but less of it. Starting 
with the premise that no one can know the truth, that no two 
reporters will size up an event in quite the same terms, he has 
come to regard objectivity as a dream impossible of attainment. 
Hence he stresses the importance of what the man who gathers 
the news at first hand thinks about it. If 100 per cent objectivity 
is impossible, why not free the reporter from the burden of 
trying to be objective at all? Why not just let him color the 
news according to his own predilections? Isn’t this the best way 
to get at the truth in an imperfect world? Mr. Stewart w^^ould of 
course ''draw a fine distinction between conscious coloration 
and deliberate distortion”; ® but, as S. T. Williamson, another 
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newspaperman, remarked, this “sets one to wondering whether 
it’s not conscious coloration when our side does it but deliberate 
distortion when practiced by our ignoble opponents.” 

To me, it is indeed hard to see how removing the obligation 
to try to tell both sides of a story would do anything else than 
return us to the dark age of American journalism, when news 
stories read like the editorials of today. But we no longer have 
enough newspapers to make the system work. As we have seen, 
the steadily shrinking proportion of newspapers to population 
forces us to represent as many points of view as possible in a 
single newspaper account of an event. 

Moreover, in Chapter XVIII there was quoted a sample news 
story, reporting what both sides said about a strike. Would 
that story have brought us closer to the truth if it had followed 
Mr. Stewart’s formula of letting the reporter consciously color 
the story according to his own sympathies, on the side of either 
management or the strikers? 

Try as we will, we are driven back to the conviction that the 
road that has brought us as far as we already are toward ob- 
jectivity is the one that will carry us still closer toward it. 

This native American approach to the improvement of 
journalism, however, puts upon our publishers and other in- 
formation executives a responsibility they may well ponder. 
Their editorial writers, their Westbrook Peglers and Fulton 
Lewises, have for a decade and a half shouted to heaven that 
labor has betrayed the fundamental principle that for every 
right there is a corresponding duty, for every freedom a respon- 
sibility, without which democracy withers and dies. In this they 
are obviously right. But what the publishers and editors fail to 
see is that they themselves are just as flagrant offenders as labor 
against the principle that every freedom presupposes an obliga- 
tion. 

Freedom of the press is so deeply embedded in our social 
structure that we could not tear it out if we wanted to; but 
freedom of the press has remained an integral part of our life 
only because in the past the responsibility that is a part of it 
has been accepted. The responsibility that goes with freedom 
of the press is to provide a journalistic advocate for every notice- 
able point of view, every substantial interest, that exists in the 
body politic. Earlier, the relatively high proportion of news- 
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papers to population made it easy to discharge this responsi- 
bility. With the number of outlets for opinion now limited, the 
responsibility of those on whom freedom of the press is con- 
ferred has changed. A new duty accompanies the historic right, 
the duty of fighting for the interests of the entire community. 

Though this is the responsibility of today's free press, the 
men who control that press do not see that responsibility clearly, 
let alone accept it. Newspapers, commentators, moving pictures, 
all join with the industrialists and financiers in pleading for free 
enterprise, which when in harmonious balance with the facts 
of economic life is unquestionably the most effective system the 
world has ever known; but, by tending always to side wdth its 
friends at the top of the economic ladder, the press, in its 
strategic position, is doing more than any other element of 
society to endanger free enterprise. This honored term has 
already earned the opprobrium of large numbers of our people 
because it has been used as a shield to ward off all attempts to 
remedy economic inequalities, all attempts to restore the really 
free enterprise that the powerful bureaucracy of big business 
has stifled. Let the publishers, the editors, the columnists, and 
the network commentators first acknowledge the responsibility 
that goes with their own freedom; then the American people 
will heed them when they preach to labor and to other groups 
in modern society that there is a duty for every right. 

The first requisite of editorial independence is that news- 
papers abandon their allegiance to political parties and fly the 
flag of freedom at their masthead. They have long since done so 
in their news columns. Now let them do it on their editorial 
pages. 

It is of course arguable that, in a country governed by a two- 
party system, newspapers should attach themselves to one or the 
other party. But today such an alignment has a hollow ring. 
Many a newspaper that flies the Democratic flag preaches a 
political economy hardly distinguishable from that of its Repub- 
lican contemporaries. 

The newspaper directories now list many papers that prefix an 
I for ‘Independent" to the R or D denoting Republican or 
Democratic affiliation. This is a confession on their part that 
their usefulness to society requires a freedom from bias they 
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have not yet had the courage to espouse fully; but it is contra- 
dictory to try to be at once independent and partisan. A paper 
that makes no bones about being Republican or Democratic is 
at least honest. Moreover, in theory it is just as free to criticize 
its party as one that pretends to partial independence. Never- 
theless it is in fact hobbled by the ball and chain of bias it de- 
liberately attaches to its own feet. 

A considerable number of newspapers now list themselves 
simply with an I for “Independent.” We need more of them, 
and a greater number that will not merely proclaim their inde- 
pendence but practice it. When the Johnstoivn Democrat in 
Pennsylvania took the plunge it began printing the words “An 
Independent American Newspaper” under its outmoded Demo- 
cratic title, and explained editorially: ‘"The problems America 
faces today, nationally and internationally, are not partisan 
problems. They cannot be solved by a partisan approach. No 
more can the problems facing this state, this county, or this 
city.” The Democrafs editor, John F. James, added that he had 
long been convinced that newspapers cannot fulfill their duty 
toward their readers if they bind themselves to a party: 

All of us. Republicans and Democrats alike, are quick to note the 
stultifying effects of the Communist line in the left-wing papers in 
this country as well as the government-dominated press within the 
Soviet Union. A strictly Democratic party line or a Republican 
party line can be just as hamstringing.® 

The thesis that our newspapers should serve as advocates for 
one of the parties about which our political life revolves would 
be more tenable if the labels they chose for themselves reflected 
their politics more accurately than they do. It would also be 
more tenable if their politics matched the preferences of the 
voters with reasonable accuracy. But take Connecticut, the state 
I live in, as an example. It now supports twenty-eight daily 
newspapers. Of these, thirteen list themselves as Republican or 
Independent Republican, three as Democratic or Independent 
Democratic, and twelve as Independent. If readers were aware of 
these designations, to which neither they nor the editors pay over- 
much attention, they would find a good number in flagrant con- 
tradiction to the political doctrines the papers actually preach. 
Two of the more .s^laringly conservative papers in a state of 
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Independent. Actually the twenty-eight are, with a few excep- 
tions, overwhelmingly Republican and far to the right in the 
men and measures they support. Yet in the 1940 and 1944 
presidential elections the people for whom these papers osten- 
sibly spoke voted Democratic by roughly 84 and 60 per cent. 
Clearly, the bias of the papers did not square with the bias of 
the voters. 

Shuffling off outworn political labels is preliminary, almost 
superficial, to the achievement of editorial independence and 
the objectivity that comes with it. Freedom from commitment 
to a political party is more the symbol than the substance of free- 
dom of information for the American people. The real reason 
why our press should be independent editorially is implicit in 
the changed economic base of our journalism that cannot be 
emphasized too often, because it is so blandly ignored by those 
who defend the journalistic status quo. Again to choose an 
illustration near at hand, in 1841 the city of Hartford had a 
population of 9,500^ — 13,000, including the entire township. 
The opinions of those 13,000 persons could be expressed in the 
thirteen newspapers that then existed. The proportion was one 
paper for every thousand inhabitants. Today Hartford has a 
population of about 180,000— and just two newspapers. To 
put it another way, there is today one ninetieth the chance 
for the divergent opinions of the city’s people to find expres- 
sion in the press. The only mitigating factor in this fantastically 
reduced opportunity for expression is more objective news 
coverage, plus the existence of four local radio stations — ^which 
by and large offer the same news and the same views as the 
newspapers. 

It is difficult to escape the conclusion that either party alle- 
giance or devotion to the interests of one economic group among 
the population is, today, a betrayal of the newspaper’s trust. 
Under contemporary conditions a paper that is anything else 
than independent in fact as well as name is an anachronism, a 
relic of Horace Greeley’s political journalism, of the days when 
type was set by hand, and readers studied the newspapers by the 
light of kerosene lamps. 

Once the publishers get to the point where they would rather 
be right than Republican, our press will fulfill a function not 
unlike that of the independent voters. It is the independent 
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voters who decide elections. The history of Anglo-Saxon coun- 
tries under the two-party system can be told in terms of a 
swinging pendulum. In a given period a government that 
began as a fresh breath of life will grow old, tired, overfond of 
office, and insensitive to the needs of the people. It will keep a 
country too long on one side or the other of the main stream 
of its history. It will, that is, try to hold the pendulum too long 
to its side of center. Because it does so, conditions will worsen; 
and at length a popular upheaval will once more sweep out the 
old government, bring in a new, and thus start the pendulum 
on its swing to the other side. So it was in the United States in 
1920 when, after the Wilsonian social experiments and the 
stimulating but exhausting excitements of World War I, the 
country turned, with a sigh of relief, to Republican conserva- 
tism. So it was again when, after a stretch of too much smug- 
ness and indifference, we were engulfed by the depression. Again 
the pendulum swung and the people chose Franklin Roosevelt. 
But for the war the pendulum would presumably have swung 
the other way once more in 1940, or surely in 1944. The long 
overdue reversal still did not come in 1948. But when the G.O.P. 
finally stands for what most people want, it must come. What- 
ever the decision of the electorate, it is always the loosely 
attached and the independent voters, not the stalwarts on either 
side, who send the pendulum off on a reverse swing. 

This system is the genius of representative democracy. Surely 
it is the obligation of our press to be sensitive to the deep cur- 
rents of public feeling that swing the pendulum. Surely our press 
ought to fight the battles of res publicae in substantial accord 
with this healthy rhythm of the people themselves. Surely this is 
wiser than to have the newspapers serve as appendages — ob- 
streperous ones at times, perhaps, but nevertheless appendages 
— of the political parties that stand always on one side or the 
other of the destined national course. A press that is free in the 
sense that our times demand will not ask whether a man or a 
measure is Republican or Democratic, liberal or conservative. 
It will ask only what is right, 

It is already clearly noticeable that in municipal affairs, to a 
lesser extent in state affairs, and to a varying extent in foreign 
affairs, newspapers do thus seek the truth, let the political labels 
fall where they may. Perhaps this is because party labels have 
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by now become meaningless in municipal affairs and, in time 
of crisis, in foreign affairs. A paper that would not dream of 
supporting a Democratic candidate for President will see noth- 
ing inconsistent in supporting a Democrat for mayor, when he 
looks like the better man. When we look at the extraordinarily 
heterogeneous assortment of men and policies that make up 
both our national parties we wonder how newspapers can dis- 
cern more virtue in one or the other of them nationally than 
locally. But the fact that newspapers do have greater perspicacity 
than this in local affairs, and do not hesitate to assert their free- 
dom from political commitments when they editorialize on 
local affairs, gives hope that the gTowth toward objectivity is still 
vigorous, and that it has already begun to carry us on toward 
the day when editorial policies as well as news policies will be 
objective. It remains only for the men who own and control 
newspapers to become aware of the fact that the time long ago 
arrived when they ought to cease being advocates, and become 
judges. 

Even a whole-souled dedication to independence on the part 
of our standard press will not, in this imperfect world, give us 
a perfect journalism. If all our papers freed themselves from 
commitments to preconceived outlooks or to certain factions of 
society, they would abandon the singing in conservative unison 
that is common now. Even so, a majority of them might find 
themselves on one side of a public debate, and that majority 
might be wrong. Therefore, in accordance with the basic tenet 
of democracy, the way must ever be kept open for minority 
publications raising dissident voices. If a paper like PM was a 
throwback to the dark age of American journalism because it 
slants its news, it nevertheless served a useful purpose by being 
a gadfly. A PM or a, CIO News make an excellent condiment 
with which to swallow a daily diet of standard newspapers; but 
they do not begin to be substitutes for it. The man who relies 
on them alone lives in a hyperthyroid world full of Fascist plots; 
but, at least pending a more objective motivation in our stand- 
ard press, such dissidents are healthy. They give meaning 
to the principle of a free press in its original sense. All this, 
however, is incidental. Our hope lies not in the lunatic fringe 
of journalism, but in an increasing sense of responsibility on 
the part of the great mass of our newspapers. 
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There is no need to fear that the standard papers, by making 
their editorial pages as objective as their news columns, will 
stultify themselves with an excess of ifs, buts, and on-the-other- 
hands. Objectivity in opinion is achieved not by emasculating 
editorials, but by directing every possible ounce of missionary 
zeal and hellfire to the service of the entire community rather 
than merely to a part of it. A news story is made objective by 
reporting both sides of a controversy. An editorial is objective 
by weighing both sides of a controversy with a broad perspective 
and a deep understanding before deciding xvhich side to fight 
for. Editorially, a newspaper should be objective only as to 
purpose. Once it has determined what is right in a given issue, 
it should pull no punches. The only difference from the most 
vigorous present practice will be that its mind will not be 
largely made up in advance on political issues, political candi- 
dates, economic disputes, or anything else. Too many news- 
papers now get too many of their opinions first, and then look 
for facts to bolster them. It is the deepest obligation of news- 
papers in a really free world to get the facts first and let those 
facts determine their opinions. 

Far from losing color and strength from this kind of objec- 
tivity, they would gain. They would even reverse the trend 
toward watering down editorials that set in as newspapers 
slowly changed from pamphleteering to big business. There is 
too much pussyfooting now. We need more, not less, of the thun- 
dering Hebrew prophets in our editorial pages. It is only the 
purpose of that thundering that needs to be reexamined. 

None of the technics, fexv of the habits, of the modem news- 
paper need be changed to give effect to a policy of editorial 
independence. In fact, all that is necessary is a realization by 
the owners of our press that they have an obligation no less high 
than that of a minister, doctor, or scientist. More than txvo cen- 
turies ago Benjamin Franklin propounded to candidates for ad- 
mission to the earliest American learned society, the Junto, 
this oath: “Do you love truth for truth’s sake, and will you 
endeavor impartially to find and receive it for yourself, and 
communicate it to others?” Why should those xvho control 
America’s information not be glad to take such an oath now, 
in all sincerity? Why should they not rejoice in the sense of 
dedication that would come from acknoxvledging an obliga- 
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tion like that of the young doctor taking the Hippocratic oath? 

We have seen why it is a basic contradiction to apply to 
journalism a system of licensing like that in law or medicine. 
But a deepening sense of purpose might be imparted to neo- 
phytes of all ages in journalism and the related arts of mass 
communication by requiring them to take a pledge comparable 
to the noble oath that hands down from generation to genera- 
tion the ideals of the father of medicine. That pledge might read 
something like this: 

You do solemnly swear, each man by whatever he holds most 
sacred, that you wiil be loyal to the profession of journalism and 
just and generous to all men; that you will lead your lives and 
practice your craft in uprightness and honor; that whatsoever event, 
thought, or passion you may touch upon in your writing, it shall be 
for the good of all your fellow men to the utmost of your power, 
you holding yourselves far aloof from wrong, from corruption, from 
the tempting of others to vice; that you will exercise your skill 
solely for the truth as in your heart you see it and say nothing for 
another purpose, even if solicited, far less suggest it; that whatsoever 
you shall see or hear of the lives of men that promises either harm 
or good, you wdil not suppress it. These things do you swear. Let 
each man bow the head in sign of acquiescence. And now, if you 
will be true to this, your oath, may prosperity and good repute be 
ever yours; the opposite, if you shall prove yourselves forsworn. 

Perhaps it seems pretentious thus to translate the Hippo- 
cratic oath into terms of journalism. Certainly there is one dif- 
ference between administering such an oath to newly gradu- 
ating doctors, and doing the same with young aspirants in jour- 
nalism: doctors have the integrity of their art in their own 
hands; cub reporters do not. We need not fear that the young 
men and rvomen who enter journalism with the hopes and 
ideals of youth will betray it. I have seen successive annual 
generations of them go out into the journalistic world, and 
have seen many of them turn to cynicism as they observed the 
men who control the great engines of communication. The 
young reporters hardly need an oath to truth. Rather, it is the 
men and women who manage, and still more those who own, the 
press and its allies. 

The need for an oath to truth in journalism arises at the 
moment any man or woman enters into ownership of a news- 
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paper, radio, or like enterprise; or becomes possessor of so much 
as a single share of corporate stock in one. A hint of what is 
needed was given in Britain when the Reuter’s News Agency 
became independent. The new owners then pledged themselves 
to regard their holdings in Reuter’s as a trust rather than an 
investment.'' This kind of thing is needed because it is the 
owners, not the practitioners, of journalism that have the power 
to dedicate it to editorial independence. Yet, of all men asso- 
ciated with the calling, they are the least aware of its traditions, 
of its meaning to their fellow men, and of the dedication to the 
search for truth that alone justifies any expression of opinion in 
print, over the air, or on the screen. 

Perhaps the most hopeful way of achieving this ideal is to put 
control of the press and related media into the hands of the 
men who do the practical work. A handful of our papers have 
taken steps toward this end. For example, the Milwaukee Jour- 
nal has adopted a plan for making employee control of a ma- 
jority of its stock permanent. In announcing this plan Harry J. 
Grant, chairman of the board, said: 

My plan is in no sense a departure from the capitalistic system 
under a democratic form of government. It calls for perpetuity of 
employee stock control through the establishment of the employee 
trust agreement. This agreement provides that no new holdings of 
the Journal Company stock shall ever be issued outside the employee 
group, or any employee holdings be withdrawn from the trust.® 

Of course, some of these plans still leave control in the hands 
of one or two top employees who are so free from a check on 
their decisions by the rest of the employees that they are just 
as conservative as if they owned the paper outright. But I repeat 
that this plan of financial control by a widespread group of the 
men who get out the paper offers the most hopeful approach to 
the freedom of information that is mandatory for our society 
because there are now so few outlets of popular expression in 
proportion to population. 

Pending the eventual adoption of such a system I do not 
see how anyone connected with a newspaper or other source of 
information today can face his conscience, as long as it remains 
devoted to some cause other than that of the search for truth. 
Publishers can make more money by enlisting in the battle on 
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behalf of all their fellow men, but the real, the urgent demand 
is spiritual. Our society cries out for it. It may not be too much 
to say that the solution of this century's titanic struggle to make 
the forms and traditions of democracy adequate to the tech- 
nology and economics of our time is a reborn information sys- 
tem— one controlled by skilled professionals whose integrity is 
above reproach, and who are consciously and purposefully free 
from identification with any other group or interest. 

Throughout man's long struggle he has achieved nothing 
higher than the resolve to give up all prior commitments, all 
prejudice, and become a seeker after truth. It was this dedi- 
cation to the truth that long ago made the heroes of the free 
press prefer abuse, suffering, poverty, jail, and, if necessary, 
death, before they would write anything that betrayed what 
they saw as the truth. They fought for the right to be partisan. 
We must fight for the right not to be partisan. It is the same 
fight, in modern dress. 
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This book was begun long ago, in 1940, when I was at the 
Graduate School of Journalism at Columbia University. Work 
on it was often interrupted, not least by the war, and again when 
I left Columbia to return to newspaper work. As time passed, 
substantial changes became necessary. Indeed about all that re- 
mains of the original plan is the purpose of analyzing the posi- 
tion of journalism in contemporary democratic society. My ob- 
ject has been neither to indict the press nor to defend it, but 
simply to present it as honestly as I can. 

Reading the final product in proof, I see how inadequate it 
is. Sometimes the words say things I do not mean, or leave unsaid 
much that I tried to say. But perhaps the whole will still con- 
tribute toward an understanding of the habits, and still more 
the rights and duties, of the press in the life of free men in the 
mid-twentieth century. I hope so. For it is still true, as Joseph 
Pulitzer said long ago, that our republic and its press will rise 
or fall together. 

Despite the changes since the beginning, I wish to record here 
my thanks to eighteen students at Columbia who helped gather 
material in the early stages of the task. Some of them will find 
in the finished version little that reflects their labor. None of 
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them is to be held responsible for the views expressed, which 
are wholly my own. Nevertheless my thanks are due, and gladly 
given, to the following members of Journalism 302, Section IV, 
at Columbia in 1942: 

Elie Abel, Stanley E. Cohen, Jane Dealy Wirsig, Woodrow 
Wirsig, Mauri Edwards, Anthony Frances, Stuart Hale, George 
E. Herman, Arthur Kavaler, Richard Lang, Jack Matcha, Mur- 
ray Morgan, Edmund Motyka, Arthur J. Olsen, Alan L. Otten, 
Adrian Spies, Milton D, Stewart, and John S. Wilson. 

I also owe much to a host of others too numerous to mention 
here, men and women of newspapers, radio, and our universities, 
who gladly gave me of their time, insight, and information; to a 
series of secretaries who suffered through long years of retyping; 
and to the one who from beginning to end helped most of all, 
my wife. 

HERBERT BRUCKER 

Hartford, 

September 29, 1948 
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